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What: kind of peop e are we? Henry Steele Commager asks, 
s Crevecoeur asked, What then is the American?” a cen- 
iry and a half ago. To find an answer, Commager has 
rawn on the observations of twenty-one acute and percep- 
■ve foreigners, and he has here assembled their interpreta¬ 
tions with illuminating commentary of his own. Out of the 
blending of heterogeneous inheritance, varying environment, 
and growing historical experience, a distinctive American 
“““ has indeed been shaped. Though individual Amer- 

° ftCn haVe had difficult y in recognizing it, 
thl i hr0Ufih the u P crs P ectlve of forei 8 n eyes, the profile of 

as onthin nCan ! haraCte j COmes int0 focus > and “^re is an 
astonishing continuity down the years. 

end ^ ag - r - Wrkes in his introduc “°n: "What is, in the 

we call rh C JrlZ £ ,mp ° rtan , Ce ’ are the ^^ngible factors that 
hnm?k h u r: • ' ' the attitude toward the individual 

S , CnSe ° f res P° ns 'bility toward society, the 

and of k I " T 111 ^ and Civilian > *e role of the school 
an j fl; i church a ? d of the courts, the concepts of justice 
, ir p ay . . . the moral standards that are accepted and 
he moral values that are cherished.” It is these fundamentals 
i , °mmager IS concerned with, and that the observers 
p i aS i Se S. Ctec ^ “flow. The countries they represent are 
V>n\ 1 5 d ’ Fra . nce > Germany, Scotland, Ireland, Hungary, 
an , Russia, and the comments range from those of 
revecoeur, de Tocqueville and James Bryce and (the some- 
w at jaundiced eye of) Matthew Arnold, through the witty 
analysis of American attitudes toward love of Raoul de 
Koussy de Sales, to the sober view of D. W. Brogan. Orig- 
y conceived as a Pelican Mentor book, it was first pub- 
ished in a slightly expanded form—in a reverse reprint 
process—by Random House, and widely reviewed ana ac¬ 
claimed.^ Said Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. in The New York 
limes: The American perspective has always been one 
of limitless vistas—a brave experiment, filled with dash, 
energy and restlessness. . . . Mr. Commager’s selections are 
catholic and judicious . . . (his) notes on the authors are 
compact and useful. . . . America in Perspective furnishes 
a thoughtful commentary on our national characteristics.” 
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I 

"What kind of people do they think we are?” cried Winston 
Churchill at a famous moment in world history, and it was a 
crucial question: it was in part because Hitler failed to appreciate 
the kind of people the British really were that the Nazi bid for 
world power ended in catastrophe. His failure was fundamental 
and pervasive. He failed to appreciate what kind of people the 
Russians were. He failed—like his arrogant predecessors in 1917 
—to appreciate what kind of people the Americans were. He 
failed to realize, as throughout history tyrants have failed to 
realize, that a people’s character is, in the last analysis, the most 
important thing about them—more important by far than 
statistics of armies and navies, of production or of shipping or of 
finance. For material things cannot in themselves achieve any 
thing. They count only where there is a will to use them, and 
whether they count for weal or for woe depends upon the way that 
they are used. What is, in the end, of decisive importance are the 
intangible factors that we call character: the things that are done 
and the things that are not done, the attitude toward the individ¬ 
ual human being, the sense of responsibility toward society, the 
relations of the military and the civilian, the position of women 
and of children, the role of the school and of the church and of 
the courts, the concepts of justice and of fair play, the ideals that 
are held up to children and the pattern of conduct that is fixed 
for them, the moral standards that are accepted and the moral 
values that are cherished. 

That each nation has its own character is taken for granted, 
and it is neither chauvinistic nor provincial to observe that the 
United States is no exception. Yet it is not a little remarkable that 
this should be so, and that it should have been so from the very 
beginningof the national experiment. For a national character is 
a product of inheritance, environment, and historical experience. 
The American inheritance was a heterogeneous one; the Ameri¬ 
can environment—a continent containing within itself almost 
every extreme of climate, soil, and resources—was immensely 
complex; the American historical experience was brief and, for 
many of its beneficiaries, vicarious. Yet the first of our inter¬ 
preters—Crevecoeur—remarked how swift and how effective was 
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the process of Americanization, and a hundred later commen¬ 
tators were to return to that theme, in indignation, in enthusiasm, 
and in wonder. 

That by some alchemy, out of the blending of inheritance, 
environment, and experience, there came a distinctive American 
character, cannot be doubted. But precisely what were the linea¬ 
ments of that character was not clear. Americans themselves were 
not skillful in drawing them. They took them, rather, for granted, 
as each individual takes his own character or his own phy¬ 
siognomy for granted. It is suggestive that although our litera¬ 
ture is rich in description it is poor in interpretation: Cooper’s 
Gleanings in Europe were more profound than his Home as 
Pound, Hawthorne's English Notebooks more penetrating than 
his American Notebooks, and Emerson’s English Traits more 
perspicacious than anything that he wrote on his own country¬ 
men. 

Happily we can turn for interpretation to hundreds of visitors 
who made it their business to observe, describe, analyze, and 
judge. No other people, it is safe to say, was ever so besieged by 
interpreters; none had its portrait painted, its habits described, its 
character analyzed, its soul probed so incessantly. The practice 
started before Independence and has continued unabated to the 
present day: the summer of 1947 saw the appearance of three 
new' English books on America. 

What is the explanation of this apparently insatiable curiosity 
about America? Is it that America was the most interesting of all 
countries, or the most attractive, or the most hospitable ? Matthew 
Arnold, to be sure, thought not: his criticism of America was 
precisely that it was not interesting —the italics are his—yet even 
he found it necessary to write a book about it. But interesting, as 
William James remarked, is not a substantive term: nothing is 
really interesting in itself, only in relation to some thing or some 
body. Surely the thirty-five million immigrants who crossed the 
Atlantic to find homes in the New' World found America inter¬ 
esting. And just as surely to the thousands of visitors w'ho wrote 
books about it, it was interesting—as a curiosity or an entertain¬ 
ment, as an asylum or a refuge, as a catalytic agent or an experi¬ 
mental laboratory, as an object lesson in political depravity or an 
example of moral virtue, or, more frequently, as a combination 
of all these things. 

The interest in America which animated the best of them_and 

their number is large—was profound. For they saw, from the 
beginning, that America held the key to the future: some, like the 
Italian Loria, thought that she held the key to the past as well, 
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and that the newest of nations would reveal the history of the 
oldest. "I confess,” wrote the incomparable Tocqueville, "that in 
America I saw more than America; I sought the image of democ¬ 
racy itself, with its inclinations, its character, its prejudices, and 
its passions, in order to learn what we have to fear or to hope 
from its progress.” And he added that "the question here dis¬ 
cussed is interesting not only to the United States but to the whole 
world; it concerns not a nation, but all mankind.” 

It was no idle prophecy. All mankind was, perforce, interested 
in the American experiment. Here was the largest, the best 
equipped, of all laboratories, and one whose findings were com¬ 
pulsory, as it were. What would be the consequences of political 
democracy, of social equality, of universal free education, of the 
intermixture of peoples and races, of new standards of material 
well-being? Could a federal system so extensive and so artificial 
endure? Could a democracy avoid degenerating into a tyranny of 
the majority? Could the arts and the sciences flourish in a society 
that was committed to the doctrine of equality? Could morality 
prosper without an established Church? The answers to these, 
and to scores of questions no less momentous, were to be found, 
it was thought, in America. And it was to these great and endur¬ 
ing questions that the most thoughtful and responsible foreign 
observers addressed themselves. 

Nor were they, for the most part, disappointed. If the answers 
were not always clear, some of the confusion was in the minds of 
the observers, nor is it given to mortals to find ultimate answers 
to the most profound questions. Many of those who came over 
found what they were looking for, or merely confirmed what they 
already knew, for as Andre Maurois has observed, "A people is 
a mirror in which each traveler contemplates his own image.” Yet 
others—and they are chiefly those represented in this collection 
—were edified. What they saw, and reported, was relevant to the 
future, and because that future is with us, is relevant to our 
own day. 



Our interest in these commentators is not so much in what they 
had to tell their own people as in what they have to tell us: in this 
matter we are justifiably parochial. Some of the interpretations 
were directed, in fact, to us: Grund, Gurowski, and Munster- 
berg, for example, wrote for their American audience, and 
Bryce and Brogan, it is safe to say, have been more widely read 
in America than in Britain. Most of our interpreters, however, 
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looked for what was of interest to their own people. It might be 
supposed that they could tell us little that was relevant to our 
problems, little that we did not already know. Yet such a supposi¬ 
tion, however logical, runs contrary to experience: biographies 
are usually more revealing than autobiographies and portraits 
than photographs. What they can, and do, tell us are mostly the 
obvious things, for it is in what a people take for granted that 
their character can be read—in the unformulated assumptions, the 
spontaneous reactions, the inevitable responses, the articles of 
faith. Americans, like any other people, are often in the position 
of the dullard who discovered with delight that all his life he 
had been writing prose. 

We take for granted our pervasive social equality and do not 
appreciate the nature of class distinctions until we go abroad— 
until we go even to democratic England and discover the impor¬ 
tance of the public-school accent. We take for granted the exalted 
status of women and the almost universal pampering of children, 
until we discover how these things alarm or horrify our visitors. 
We take for granted universal public education—until we famil¬ 
iarize ourselves with the statistics of secondary-school and uni¬ 
versity education abroad. We take for granted a political unity 
which enables us to travel from New York to California without 
customs barriers or change of money—until we travel over com¬ 
parable distances in Europe. We take for granted, alas, a double 
standard of private and public morality, personal integrity and 
political venality—until we learn how that double standard 
shakes faith in democracy abroad. It is because foreign observers 
can see America without the assumptions and presuppositions 
that becloud the American vision, because they can, in fact, see 
America in perspective, that they are helpful. 

What then do they tell us, these commentators who look at 
America from the perspective of the Old World? There are, 
altogether, several thousand of them, spread over a century and 
a half, representing every country, every point of view. At best 
the view which they seem to present to us is kaleidoscopic, at 
worst chaotic. Can we draw any conclusions from such disparate 
interpretations, can we find any unity in such diverse points of 
view? Can we, in any event, find common denominators in a 
selection of over a score of representative interpreters, a selection 
necessarily meager and inevitably arbitrary? 

Surprisingly enough a real unity emerges from these hetero¬ 
geneous selections, and it is not one imposed by any antecedent 
editorial discrimination but implicit in the material itself. We 
know that in all outward matters America has changed pro- 
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foundly in the century and a half since Independence, and that 
these changes have been continuous and complex; we are some¬ 
times inclined to suppose that there have been comparable 
changes in the national character. That is not the conclusion to be 
drawn from the findings of these foreign observers. They report 
diversity, to be sure, but they conclude, too, in the words of one 
of them, that'"over confused diversity there broods a higher 
unity." To the visitors of the seventeen-seventies and the nine¬ 
teen-forties, to Britons, Frenchmen, Germans, and Swedes, 
America meant much the same thing. 

What then was the permanent rather than the transient in the 
American character as seen by these observers? What was the 
abiding meaning of America in history? What were the recur¬ 
ring themes, the persistent traits? America was the land of the 
future, and held the key to the future. "Westward the course of 
empire takes its way . . . Time’s noblest offspring is the last, 
Bishop Berkeley had written, and the prophecy was re-echoed 
decade after decade. "Americans are the western pilgrims,” said 
Crevecoeur, "who are carrying along with them that great mass 
of arts, sciences, vigor, and industry, which began long since in 
the east; they will finish the great circle,” and one hundred and 
sixty years later the Swedish journalist, Victor Vinde concluded 
that the American "knows there will be a tomorrow. He believes 
in tomorrow.” Throughout their history Americans have insisted 
that the best was yet to be, and they have rarely been disap¬ 
pointed. America was the land of opportunity. Here the poor of 
the Old World were given a second chance, here men achieved 
a new stature, were endowed with a new dignity. God made 
America for the poor,” said Dicey; "there is no other country 
on earth which in so short a time has accomplished so much, 
asserted Mackay. America was, above all, the land of equality. 
This was the great theme which Tocqueville elaborated with con¬ 
summate mastery, and the theme to which his ablest successors, 
Mackay and Bryce and Munsterberg and Brogan, recurred. That 
equality was political; it was, until the twentieth century, eco¬ 
nomic; it was, above all, social and psychological. Much of that 
equality stemmed from the frontier, and America was a land 
molded by the frontier. "He who would see America in its proper 
light must visit our extended line of frontiers,” wrote Crevecoeur 
a century before Turner, and the Norwegian jurist, Ole Munch 
Raeder, who came over in the forties, observed the leveling 
influence of the American west on judges, courts, and law. 
America was the land of experimentation. Everything here was 
new, as Francis Lieber discerned, everything had to be measured 
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by new yardsticks. "In America,” said the Pulszkys, "the spirit 
of progress is bold, and often encroaching . . . new ideas easily 
get a chance of being practically tried; the public at large does 
not shrink from testing at once different solutions of a problem.” 
Equality, too, as Tocqueville pointed out, encouraged experimen¬ 
tation, for equality rejected the sovereign authority of the past, 
or of the great, and permitted every man to be his own authority 
—even on matters of language. Bryce more elaborately than any 
other commentator analyzed the American contribution to polit¬ 
ical experiments, and in the twentieth century Brogan returned 
to the theme. America was the land of industry, of energy, of 
vitality. "Excitability,” wrote Gurowski, "is omnipotent in the 
American character,” and George W. Steevens discovered that 
the American was an electric Anglo-Saxon. The explanation 
varied: climate, the frontier, the principle of equality, the inter¬ 
mixture of races—but whatever the particular explanation, the 
generalization was accepted by almost all observers from Creve- 
coeur to Brogan. It was the combination of industry with natural 
wealth which accounted in large part for the material well-being 
of the American, and America was pre-eminently the land of 
plenty. You are not much pressed to eat and drink,” wrote the 
English reformer, William Cobbett, who returned to America 
in 1817, "but such an abundance is spread before you . . . that 
you instantly lose all restraint.” Perhaps no theme recurs more 
frequently, but it afforded few opportunities for philosophical 
interpretation and is not stressed here. It was the lush abundance 
of America that accounted, in part, for the generosity of its 
people, and America was the land of hospitality. The earliest 
visitors met it in the farms and in the villages; later visitors had 
to contend with it in mansions and banquet halls. Cobbett 
found it in rural Pennsylvania and Raeder in frontier Wis¬ 
consin and Harriet Martineau in Boston; Bourget thought it 
so extravagant as to be a national vice, but Birmingham thought 
that it contrasted happily with the prudence of the Old World 
and George Steevens delighted in it wherever he found it. The 
materialism which such physical well-being and such hospitality 
reflected could be interpreted as a virtue or as a vice, but what¬ 
ever the interpretation, most observers were agreed that America 
was the land of materialism. "It would be well if they loved the 
real less and the ideal more.” thought Dickens, but perhaps fame 
had brought him more hospitality than he could endure. Tocque- 
Ville explained American materialism as a consequence^ of 

'1?' a ? d G T'7 k ‘ f S , a consec l uence of industrialism and 
commercialism; the first looked upon it as something to be over- 


Introduction xiii 

come, the second as something to be proud of. "Money making," 
wrote the Polish critic, "continually extends the area of culture. 
It conquers the rugged face of nature, transforms the wilderness 
into a habitable and cultivated soil. In proportion as prosperity 
increases and expands, general civilization increases and ex¬ 
pands." And Munsterberg too thought the American interest in 
money on the whole creditable. Notwithstanding the pervasive 
materialism of Americans, America was, most observers agreed, 
the land of exalted morals. This was a tribute all the more striking 
in the light of the general attribute of lawlessness. Tocqueville 
had analyzed the phenomenon, especially in its relation to the 
family, and he had found it, as usual, a manifestation of the 
principle of equality. Francis Grund found the explanation rather 
in religion which "presided over their councils”; Bryce traced it 
to more diverse factors. All agreed that sex morals were purer in 
America, female virtue safer, family relations more wholesome, 
than in Old-World nations. All agreed, too, on the elevated posi¬ 
tion which woman held in this country. America was the land of 
chivalry. "The age of chivalry is not gone," wrote Munsterberg; 
"until America it never came,” and in one form or another a 
hundred commentators echoed this observation. Only the novelist 
W. L. George suggested that women relieved from domestic 
duties and large families were to be pitied rather than envied. 
That there was a chasm between private and public morality was, 
however, argued with increasing insistence as the decades passed. 
Cr£vecoeur thought that "we are the most perfect society now 
existing in the world,” but Dickens, who was revolted by the 
licentiousness of the press, did not agree, nor for that matter did 
the judicious Bryce who more tellingly than any other exposed the 
venality of American politics. Political immorality was, indeed, 
the most pervasive of American vices, and few observers were 
able to extenuate it as they extenuated the American passion for 
money or American restlessness or American manner. Yet there 
was a paradox here, too, which the more astute interpreters did 
not fail to note. It was on his institutions, and particularly his 
political institutions, that the American fixed his patriotism. 
American patriotism was as new as American democracy, and 
dependent on it. It was not attached primarily to the soil, to a 
particular locality; it was not symbolized by a lang or a nobility; 
it was inspired by abstractions—and this in the most practical of 
people—by the Constitution, equality, democracy, liberty. For 
these institutions Americans confessed a reverence otherwise 
alien to their character, nor were they deeply troubled by the gap 
between the ideal and the real, for in their minds the ideal 
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assumed reality. For America was the land of perfectionism. The 
American knew that nothing was impossible, in his brave new 
world, and history confirmed his intuition. Progress was not, to 
him, a mere philosophical ideal but a commonplace of experience, 
and he could not understand why foreigners should see vulgar 
realities where he saw visions. He was outraged at any failure, 
at any imperfection even, could not tolerate a depression or a 
military defeat, could not acquiesce in any inadequacy of culture 
or, as Roussy de Sales pointed out, even of marital felicity. 

It all added up to a flattering picture, and this is, perhaps, one 
of the more gratifying surprises of our investigation. For familiar 
as we are with the animadversions of a Trollope or a Dickens, or 
a score of lesser commentators, we have supposed that the foreign 
verdict on America was unfavorable. "The feelings of the Amer¬ 
ican people,” as Mackay observed, "have been wantonly and 
unnecessarily wounded by successive travelers who . . . have 
generally viewed them on the ludicrous side," and every Ameri¬ 
can schoolboy knows Lowell’s famous essay on a certain con¬ 
descension in foreigners. The wanton attacks, the envy, the mis¬ 
understanding, the patronage, are all to be found readily enough 
—Arnold is an example here—but jaundiced criticism came 
from the second-rate commentators rather than from the magis¬ 
terial ones. The most judicious, the most learned, the most perspi¬ 
cacious, the most profound interpreters of America returned a 
verdict that ranged from sympathy to enthusiasm. 

That there were faults was acknowledged by even the most 
friendly of our visitors, and the faults, like the virtues, seemed 
to persist from generation to generation. What were the major 
criticisms of the American experiment? The passion for equality, 
it was charged, made for mediocrity, for a general leveling down 
of distinction and of talent. The concern for material well¬ 
being produced a materialistic civilization, one in which the arts 
flourished only by indulgence, as it were. The passion for work, 
or for mere activity, left little time for the amenities of life, and 
Americans were rude. An easygoing tolerance played into the 
hands of the vulgar and the corrupt, permitted the invasion of 
privacy, the exaltation of the mediocre, the violation of law and 
order. An excessive nervous vitality made for instability and root¬ 
lessness, gave an air of impermanence to almost everything that 
Americans undertook. The excessively high value put upon 
woman lead to a matriarchal society, and the conviction which 
animated all parents that their children must have a better and 
easier life than they themselves had enjoyed produced successive 
generations of pampered brats. Most serious of all, perhaps, was 
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the charge of Tocqueville, reiterated by many later interpreters, 
that democracy invited the tyranny of the majority and that in 
the end popular rule might be metamorphosed into mob rule. 
Curiously enough not until almost the twentieth century—Bryce 
is perhaps the earliest example—did foreigners note the danger 
to democracy that came from the wealthy minority rather than 
from the underprivileged majority. 

Yet the dour prophecy of the tyranny of the majority was con¬ 
founded, and a hundred years after Tocqueville Americans still 
observed the proprieties of the Constitution and cherished their 
system of checks and balances. The observation can, without 
fatuousness, be enlarged to a generalization. America has, on the 
whole, confounded her critics where they were pessimistic rather 
than where they were optimistic. 1 

III 

These selections must speak for themselves, yet it is necessary 
to say a word about them, if only in explanation. It should be 
kept in mind that they are interpretations, not merely journalistic 
reports, that they are designed to discover the meaning of Amer¬ 
ica, not merely its appearance or habits or customs, certainly not 
its eccentricities and curiosities. As Henry Tuckerman wrote 
almost a century ago, it is possible to find in foreign views of 
America "every degree of sympathy and antipathy, of refinement 
and vulgarity, of philosophical insight and shallow impertinence, 
from coarse malice to dull good nature, and from genial sense to 
repulsive bigotry." The vulgarity, the impertinence, the malice, 
the bigotry and, I trust, the dullness have been excluded from this 
anthology, for it is not the sensational that I have sought but the 
philosophical. 

The task of selection presented serious difficulties. It is not only 
that the number of volumes runs into the thousands, and the 
number worth looking at into the hundreds, but that there are 
elementary difficulties in holding to any principle of selection. 
These are designed to be foreign view's of America, yet what, 
after all, makes a view foreign ? What gives the perspective so 
essential to interpretation? Is Crevecoeur a foreign observer? He 
lived here for almost twenty years, and w-hen he wrote it w'as as 
an "American Farmer.” Are Grund and Lieber and Gurowski 
foreigners? All of them settled dow'n in the United States, 
regarded themselves, in the end, as Americans. And if Grund is 
to be admitted to this anthology, why not Carl Schurz or Jacob 
Riis or Mary Antin or Edward Bok or any one of a dozen others 
who were born abroad and became Americanized? If Munster- 
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berg is to be exploited, why not Santayana, whose career in many 
ways paralleled that of his Harvard colleague? In all these deci¬ 
sions I have had to follow my own judgment, and I do not 
suppose that others would invariably concur in that judgment. 
Lieber s "Letters,” for example, were written not long after 
Lieber arrived in this country and reflect the impact of the new 
world on a mind still open to fresh impressions. Grund and 
Gurowski, it seems to me, remained essentially alien in their 
point of view—and even in their style, while Munsterberg was 
deliberately interpreting America from the perspective of Old- 
World scholarship and philosophy. 

All but one, or possibly two, of these commentators knew 
America at first hand. This requirement would seem to be obvi¬ 
ous, yet it is by no means certain that it is sound. Hundreds of 
volumes of balderdash prove that physical acquaintance with 
America is no guaranty of understanding or judgment. Yet these 
pages could not be opened indiscriminately to all interpretations 
of America, to histories or criticisms or diplomatic documents. 
There had to be some principle of exclusion, and the logical thing 
was to exclude those who had not troubled to investigate America 
themselves. Yet I have not observed in this matter, however, a 
foolish consistency. The elaborate interpretation by Miiller- 
Freienfels—who, for all I know, may have visited the United 
States—could not be omitted because it was a deliberate and on 
the whole successful attempt to view America in philosophical 
perspective. 

Some famous names are absent, some notorious volumes have 
been ignored. Mrs. Trollope is not here, nor her more famous 
son; Muller-Freienfels has been preferred to the ubiquitous 
Count Keyserling, and the delightful authors of Little Golden 
America to the belligerent Ilya Ehrenburg. These choices are of 
course personal; they do not involve any principle but represent 
merely my own preferences. Something of a principle was 
involved, however, in the selection of spokesmen for various 
countries and successive decades. I have tried to cover adequately 
a hundred and fifty years, and to find at least one interpreter for 
each decade, and I have been largely but not wholly successful in 
this. I have tried, further, to give adequate representation to as 
many countries as possible, and a statistical summary of that 
. representation may not be irrelevant. Of the twenty-one selec¬ 
tions eight are English, two Scottish and one Irish, three are from 
Germany and three from France, two from Hungary, and one 
each from Poland and Russia. This is not, to be sure, proportional 
representation, but in this matter I was not a free agent. Any 
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student can speedily satisfy himself that the best of interpreta¬ 
tions, as well as the most voluminous, are the British, and that 
in the matter of interpreting America the French and the 
Germans are the only rivals of the Britons. 

A word, finally, about the choice of material from the par¬ 
ticular commentators. Here, again, I have been concerned with 
conclusions rather than merely with observations, and in a great 
many instances that principle left little room for choice. Where 
there was room for choice—as with Tocqueviile, for example, 
or Bryce or Munsterberg or Brogan—I have been influenced by 
the desire to get illumination on diverse subjects. Thus I have 
selected from Tocqueviile not the famous—and I think unhappy 
—chapter on the Tyranny of the Majority, but the lively and 
perspicacious comments on language and literature and on the 
military. Thus from Brogan I have taken not the highly con¬ 
troversial chapter on how the American people fight a war, but 
the unusually sympathetic essay on the American public schools 
—a subject not elsewhere represented. 

It is interesting to find that these essays confirm our conven¬ 
tional judgment on our foreign interpreters. We have long be¬ 
lieved that Tocqueviile was the most profound, Bryce the most 
learned, of all the interpreters of America, and assuredly these 
selections justify that belief. The fame of Crevecoeur is estab¬ 
lished—and deservedly. Arnold is as supercilious, Munsterberg 
as thorough, Birmingham as entertaining, Brogan as brilliant, 
as we have remembered them to be. Yet there are some agreeable 
discoveries. Alexander Mackay emerges as one of the best of all 
commentators. Francis Grund, clearly, should be better known; 
the saturnine Gurowski redeems himself from the faults of his 
Diary; the Pulszkys give us one of the most judicious of all com¬ 
parative analyses of our civilization; G. W. Steevens and W. L. 
George reveal an interpretative talent of a high order. Nor 
is there any perceptible diminution either in the quantity or the 
quality of the interpretation in the twentieth century. The flood 
of commentary flows on unchecked, and Munsterberg, Miiller- 
Freienfels, W. L. George and Denis Brogan compare not unfa¬ 
vorably with the giants of the nineteenth century. The question 
which Crevecoeur asked at the very beginning of our national 
existence, and which after him a hundred philosophers have 
echoed, continues to command the interest or the world: What 
is the American, this new man ? 

Henry Steele Commager 

Rye, New York 
June, 1947 



What Is an American? 


Michel-Guillaume de Crevecoeur 


NO interpretation of the American character in its for¬ 
mative period is more justly famous than this, the third 
"Letter from an American Farmer" written sometime in 
the late seventeen-seventies. The author of these letters, 
Michel Guillaume de Crevecoeur, had a long and romantic 
career in two continents. Born in 1735—the date is some¬ 
what doubtful—near Caen, Normandy, Crevecoeur served 
under Montcalm in the Seven Years' War, explored the 
Great Lakes and Ohio River country at a time when it was 
still controlled by Indian tribes, and traveled widely in the 
Middle and Southern Colonies. In 1765 he became a natu¬ 
ralized American and settled down to farming in Orange 
County, New York, where he remained until his return to 
France in 1780. It was during these years that he wrote the 
Letters from an American Farmer and the delightful 
Sketches of Eighteenth-Century America, not published un¬ 
til 1825 and only recently translated into English. Although 
not an active Loyalist, Crevecoeur had little sympathy with 
the movement of independence and none at all for the 
lawlessness which characterized the fighting in the frontier 
country west of the Hudson. When he returned to America, 
in 1783, it was to find his house in ashes, his wife dead, his 
children scattered. Appointed French consul in New York, 
he lingered on in America until 1790, then returned to 
France where he lived until his death in 1813. 

Crevecoeur, who lived half of his mature life in America, 
can scarcely be classified as a foreigner, and indeed, as his 
letters and sketches reveal, he knew his adopted country 
better than most native-born Americans did—knew it, un¬ 
derstood it, and loved it. 
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I wish I could be acquainted with the feelings and thoughts 
which must agitate the heart and present themselves to the mind 
of an enlightened Englishman, when he first lands on this con¬ 
tinent. He must greatly rejoice, that he lived at a time to see this 
fair country discovered and settled; he must necessarily feel a 
share of national pride, when he views the chain of settlements 
which embellishes these extended shores. When he says to him¬ 
self, this is the work of my countrymen, who when convulsed by 
factions, afflicted by a variety of miseries and wants, restless and 
impatient, took refuge here. They brought along with them their 
national genius, to which they principally owe what liberty they 
enjoy, and what substance they possess. Here he sees the industry 
of his native country, displayed in a new manner, and traces in 
their works the embrios of all the arts, sciences, and ingenuity 
which flourish in Europe. Here he beholds fair cities, substantial 
villages, extensive fields, an immense country filled with decent 
houses, good roads, orchards, meadows, and bridges, where an 
hundred years ago all was wild, woody, and uncultivated! 

What a train of pleasing ideas this fair spectacle must suggest! 
it is a prospect which must inspire a good citizen with the most 
heartfelt pleasure. The difficulty consists in the manner of view¬ 
ing so extensive a scene. He is arrived on a new continent; a 
modern society offers itself to his contemplation, different from 
what he had hitherto seen. It is not composed, as in Europe, of 
great lords who possess every thing, and of a herd of people who 
have nothing. Here are no aristocratical families, no courts, no 
kings, no bishops, no ecclesiastical dominion, no invisible power 
giving to a few a very visible one; no great manufacturers em¬ 
ploying thousands, no great refinements of luxury. The rich and 
the poor are not so far removed from each other as they are in 
Europe. 

Some few towns excepted, we are all tillers of the earth, from 
Nova Scotia to West Florida. We are a people of cultivators, 
scattered over an immense territory, communicating with each 
other by means of good roads and navigable rivers, united by the 
silken bands of mild government, all respecting the laws without 
dreading their power, because they are equitable. We are all 
animated with the spirit of industry, which is unfettered, and 
unrestrained, because each person works for himself. If he travels 
through our rural districts, he views not the hostile castle, and the 
haughty mansion, contrasted with the day-built hut and miserable 
cabbin, where cattle and men help to keep each other warm, and 
dwell in meanness, smoke, and indigence. A pleasing uniformity 
of decent competence appears throughout our habitations. The 
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meanest of our log-houses is a dry and comfortable habitation. 
Lawyer or merchant are the fairest titles our towns afford; that 
of a farmer is the only appellation of the rural inhabitants of our 
country. It must take some time ere he can reconcile himself to our 
dictionary, which is but short in words of dignity, and names of 
honour. There, on a Sunday, he sees a congregation of respec¬ 
table farmers and their wives, all clad in neat homespun, well 
mounted, or riding in their own humble waggons. There is not 
among them an esquire, saving the unlettered magistrate. There 
he sees a parson as simple as his flock, a farmer who does not riot 
on the labour of others. We have no princes, for whom we toil, 
starve, and bleed: we are the most perfect society now existing 
in the world. Here man is free as le ought to be; nor is this 
pleasing equality so transitory as many others are. Many ages 
will not see the shores of our great lakes replenished with inland 
nations, nor the unknown bounds of North America entirely 
peopled. Who can tell how far it extends? Who can tell the 
millions of men whom it will feed and contain? for no Euro¬ 
pean foot has as yet travelled half the extent of this mighty 
continent! 

The next wish of this traveller will be to know whence came 
all these people? they are a mixture of English, Scotch, Irish, 
French, Dutch, Germans, and Swedes. From this promiscuous 
breed, that race now called Americans have arisen. The eastern 
provinces must indeed be excepted, as being the unmixed de¬ 
scendants of Englishmen. I have heard many wish they had been 
more intermixed also: for my part, I am no wisher; and think it 
much better as it has happened. They exhibit a most conspicuous 
figure in this great and variegated picture; they too enter for a 
great share in the pleasing perspective displayed in these thirteen 
provinces. I know it is fashionable to reflect on them; but I 
respect them for what they have done; for the accuracy and wis¬ 
dom with which they have settled their territory; for the decency 
of their manners; for their early love of letters; their ancient 
college, the first in this hemisphere; for their industry, which to 
me, who am but a farmer, is the criterion of every thing. There 
never was a people, situated as they are, who, with so ungrateful 
a soil, have done more in so short a time. Do you think that the 
monarchical ingredients which are more prevalent in other 
governments, have purged them from all foul stains? Their 
histories assert the contrary. 

In this great American asylum, the poor of Europe have by 
some means met together, and in consequence of various causes; 
to what purpose, should they ask one another, what countrymen 
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they are ? Alas, two thirds of them had no country. Can a wretch 
who wanders about, who works and starves, whose life is a con¬ 
tinual scene of sore affliction or pinching penury; can that man 
call England or any other kingdom his country ? A country that 
had no bread for him, whose fields procured him no harvest, who 
met with nothing but the frowns of the rich, the severity of the 
laws, with jails and punishments; who owned not a single foot 
of the extensive surface of this planet? No! urged by a variety 
of motives, here they came. Every thing has tended to regenerate 
them; new laws, a new mode of living, a new social system; here 
they are become men: in Europe they were as so many useless 
plants, wanting vegetative mould, and refreshing showers; they 
withered, and were mowed down by want, hunger, and war: 
but now, by the power of transplantation, like all other plants, 
they have taken root and flourished! Formerly they were not 
numbered in any civil list of their country, except in those of the 
poor; here they rank as citizens. By what invisible power has this 
surprizing metamorphosis been performed? By that of the 
laws, and that of their industry. The laws, the indulgent 
laws, protect them as they arrive, stamping on them the 
symbol of adoption; they receive ample rewards for their 
labours; these accumulated rewards procure them lands; those 
lands confer on them the title of freemen; and to that title 
every benefit is affixed which men can possibly require. This is 
the great operation daily performed by our laws. From whence 
proceed these laws? From our government. Whence that govern¬ 
ment? It is derived from the original genius and strong desire of 
the people, ratified and confirmed by government. This is the 
great chain which links us all, this is the picture which every 
province exhibits, Nova Scotia excepted. There the crown has 
done all; either there were no people who had genius, or it was 
not much attended to: the consequence is, that the province is 
very thinly inhabited indeed; the power of the crown, in con¬ 
junction with the musketos, has prevented men from settling 
there. Yet some part of it flourished once, and it contained a mild 
harmless set of people. But for the fault of a few leaders the 
w hole were banished. The greatest political error the crown ever 
committed in America, was to cut off men from a country which 
wanted nothing but men! 

What attachment can a poor European emigrant have for a 
country where he had nothing? The knowledge of the language, 
the love of a few kindred as poor as himself, were the only cords 
that tied him: his country is now that which gives him land, 
bread, protection, and consequence: Ubi pan is ibi patria, is the 
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motto of all emigrants. What then is the American, this new man ? 
He is either an European, or the descendant of an European; 
hence that strange mixture of blood, which you will find in no 
other country. I could point out to you a man, whose grandfather 
was an Englishman, whose wife was Dutch, whose son married 
a French woman, and whose present four sons have now four 
wives of different nations. He is an American, who, leaving 
behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new 
ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the new govern¬ 
ment he obeys, and the new rank he holds. He becomes an 
American by being received in the broad lap of our great Alma 
Mater. 

Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of 
men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great change 
in the world. Americans are the western pilgrims, who are 
carrying along with them that great mass of arts, sciences, vigour, 
and industry, which began long since in the east; they will finish 
the great circle. The Americans were once scattered all over 
Europe; here they are incorporated into one of the finest systems 
of population which has ever appeared, and which will hereafter 
become distinct by the power of the different climates they 
inhabit. The American ought, therefore, to love this country 
much better than that wherein either he or his forefathers were 
born. Here the rewards of his industry follow with equal steps 
the progress of his labour; his labour is founded on the basis of 
nature, self-interest; can it want a stronger allurement? Wives 
and children, who before in vain demanded of him a morsel of 
bread, now, fat and frolicsome, gladly help their father to clear 
those fields whence exuberant crops are to arise to feed and to 
clothe them all; without any part being claimed, either by a 
despotic prince, a rich abbot, or a mighty lord. Here religion 
demands but little of him; a small voluntary salary to the minis¬ 
ter, and gratitude to God; can he refuse these? The American is 
a new man, who acts upon new principles; he must therefore 
entertain new ideas, and form new opinions. From involuntary 
idleness, servile dependence, penury, and useless labour, he has 
passed to toils of a very different nature, rewarded by ample 
subsistence.—This is an American. . . . 

I wish I were able to trace all my ideas; if my ignorance pre¬ 
vents me from describing them properly, I hope I shall be able 
to delineate a few of the outlines, which are all I propose. 

Those who live near the sea, feed more on fish than on flesh, 
and often encounter that boisterous element. This renders them 
more bold and enterprising; this leads them to neglect the 
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confined occupation of the land. They see and converse with a 
variety of people; their intercourse with mankind becomes 
extensive. The sea inspires them with a love of traffic, a desire of 
transporting produce from one place to another; leads them to 
a variety of resources, which supply the place of labour. Those 
who inhabit the middle settlements, by far the most numerous, 
must be very different; the simple cultivation of the earth purifies 
them; but the indulgences of the government, the soft remon¬ 
strances of religion, the rank of independent free-holders, must 
necessarily inspire them with sentiments, very little known in 
Europe among people of the same class. What do I say? Europe 
has no such class of man; the early knowledge they acquire, the 
early bargains they make, give them a great degree of sagacity. 
As freemen, they will be litigious; pride and obstinacy are often 
the cause of law suits; the nature of our laws and governments 
may be another. As citizens, it is easy to imagine, that they will 
carefully read the newspapers, enter into every political disquisi¬ 
tion, freely blame or censure governors and others. As farmers, 
they will be careful and anxious to get as much as they can, 
because what they get is their own. As northern men, they will 
love the chearful cup. As Christians, religion curbs them not 
in their opinions; the general indulgence leaves every one to 
think for himself in spiritual matters; the laws inspect our 
actions; our thoughts are left to God. Industry, good living, 
selfishness, litigiousness, country politics, the pride of freemen, 
religious indifference, are their characteristics. If you recede 
still farther from the sea, you will come into more modern settle¬ 
ments; they exhibit the same strong lineaments, in a ruder 
appearance. Religion seems to have still less influence, and their 
manners are less improved. 

Now we arrive near the great woods, near the last inhabited 
districts; there men seem to be placed still farther beyond the 
reach of government, which in some measure leaves them to 
themselves. How can it pervade every corner? as they were driven 
there by misfortunes, necessity of beginnings, desire of acquiring 
large tracts of land, idleness, frequent want of economy, ancient 
debts; the reunion of such people does not afford a very pleasing 
spectacle. When discord, want of unity and friendship—when 
either drunkenness or idleness prevail in such remote districts— 
contention, inactivity, and wretchedness must ensue. There are 
not the same remedies to these evils as in a long established com¬ 
munity. The few magistrates they have, are in general little better 
than the rest; they are often in a perfect state of war; that of 
man against man, sometimes decided by blows, sometimes by 
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means of the law; that of man against every wild inhabitant of 

these venerable woods, of which they are come to dispossess 

them. There men appear to be no better than carnivorous animals 

of a superior rank, living on the flesh of wild animals when they 

can catch them; and when they are not able, they subsist on 
the grain. 

He who would wish to see America in its proper light, and 
have a true idea of its feeble beginnings and barbarous rudiments, 
must visit our extended line of frontiers where the last settlers 
dwell, and where he may see the first labours of settlement, the 
mode of clearing the earth, in all their different appearances; 
where men are wholly left dependent on their native tempers, 
and on the spur of uncertain industry, which often fails, when 
not sanctified by the efficacy of a few moral rules. There, remote 
from the power of example, and check of shame, many families 
exhibit the most hideous parts of our society. They are a kind of 
forlorn hope, preceding by ten or twelve years the most respec¬ 
table army of veterans which come after them. In that space, pros¬ 
perity will polish some, vice and the law will drive off the rest, 
who uniting again with others like themselves will recede still 
farther; making room for more industrious people, who will 
finish their improvements, convert the log-house into a con¬ 
venient habitation, and rejoicing that the first heavy labours are 
finished, will change in a few years that hitherto barbarous 
country into a fine fertile, well regulated district. 

Such is our progress, such is the march of the Europeans 
toward the interior parts of this continent. In all societies there 
are off-casts; this impure part serves as our precursors or 
pioneers; my father himself was one of that class; but he came 
upon honest principles, and was therefore one of the few who 
held fast; by good conduct and temperance, he transmitted to 
me his fair inheritance, when not above one in fourteen of his 
contemporaries had the same good fortune. 

Forty years ago, this smiling country was thus inhabited; it is 
now purged, a general decency of manners prevails throughout; 
and such has been the fate of our best countries. 


Exclusive of those general characteristics, each province has its 
own, founded on the government, climate, mode of husbandry, 
customs, and peculiarity of circumstances. Europeans submit 
insensibly to these great powers, and become in the course of a 
few generations, not only Americans in general, but either 
Pennsylvanians, Virginians, or provincials under some other 
name. Whoever traverses the continent, must easily observe those 
strong differences, which will grow more evident ix* time. The 
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inhabitants of Canada, Massachusetts, the middle provinces, the 
southern ones will be as different as their climates; their only 
points of unity will be those of religion and language. 

As I have endeavoured to shew you how Europeans become 
Americans; it may not be disagreeable to shew you likewise how 
the various Christian sects introduced, wear out, and how religi¬ 
ous indifference become prevalent. When any considerable 
number of a particular sect happen to dwell contiguous to each 
other, they immediately erect a temple, and there worship the 
Divinity agreeably to their own peculiar ideas. Nobody disturbs 
them. If any new sect springs up in Europe, it may happen that 
many of its professors will come and settle in America. As they 
bring their zeal with them, they are at liberty to make proselytes 
if they can, and to build a meeting and to follow the dictates of 
their consciences; for neither the government nor any other 
power interferes. If they are peaceable subjects, and are indus¬ 
trious, what is it to their neighbours how and in what manner 
they think fit to address their prayers to the Supreme Being? 
But if the sectaries are not settled close together, if they are 
mixed with other denominations, their zeal will cool for want 
of fuel, and will be extinguished in a little time. Then the 
Americans become as to religion, what they are as to country, 
allied to all. In them the name of Englishman, Frenchman, and 
European is lost, and in like manner, the strict modes of Christi¬ 
anity as practised in Europe are lost also. . . . 

Thus have I faintly and imperfectly endeavoured to trace our 
society from the sea to our woods! Yet you must not imagine 
that every person who moves back, acts upon the same principles, 
or falls into the same degeneracy. Many families carry with them 
all their decency of conduct, purity of morals, and respect of 
religion; but these are scarce, the power of example is sometimes 
irresistible. Even among these back-settlers, their depravity is 
greater or less, according to what nation or province they belong. 
Were I to adduce proofs of this, I might be accused of partiality. 
If there happens to be some rich intervals, some fertile bottoms, 
in those remote districts, the people will there prefer tilling the 
land to hunting and will attach themselves to it; but even on 
these fertile spots you may plainly perceive the inhabitants to 
acquire a great degree of rusticity and selfishness. 

It is in consequence of this straggling situation, and the 
astonishing power it has on manners, that the back-settlers of 
both the Carohnas, Virginia, and many other parts, have been 
long a set of lawless people ; it has been even dangerous to travel 
among them. Government can do nothing in so extensive a 
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» better it should wink at these irregularities, than that it 
should use means inconsistent with its usual mildness. Time will 
efface those stains: in proportion as the great body of population 
approaches them they will reform, and become polished and 
subordinate. Whatever has been said of the four New England 
provinces, no such degeneracy of manners has ever tarnished 
their annals; their back-settlers have been kept within the bounds 
of decency, and government, by means of wise laws, and by the 
influence of religion. What a detestable idea such people must 
have given to natives of the Europeans! They trade with them, 
the worst of people are permitted to do that which none but 
persons of the best characters should be employed in. They get 
drunk with them, and often defraud the Indians. Their avarice, 
removed from the eyes of their superiors, knows no bounds; and 
aided by a little superiority of knowledge, these traders deceive 
them, and even sometimes shed blood. Hence those shocking 
violations, those sudden devastations which have so often stained 
our frontiers, when hundreds of innocent people have been 
sacrificed for the crimes of a few. It was in consequence of such 
behaviour, that the Indians took the hatchet against the Vir¬ 
ginians in 1774. Thus are our first steps trod, thus are our first 
trees felled, in general, by the most vicious of our people; and 
thus the path is opened for the arrival of a second and better 
class, the true American freeholders; the most respectable set 
of people in this part of the world: respectable for their industry, 
their happy independence, the great share of freedom they 
possess, the good regulation of their families, and for extending 
the trade and dominion of our mother country. 

Europe contains hardly any other distinctions but lords and 
tenants, this fair country alone is settled by freeholders, the 
possessors of the soil they cultivate, members of the govern¬ 
ment they obey, and the framers of their laws, by means of their 
representatives. This is a thought which you have taught me to 
cherish; our distance from Europe, far from diminishing, rather 
adds to our usefulness and consequence as men and subjects. Had 
our forefathers remained there, they would only have crouded it, 
and perhaps prolonged those convulsions which had shook it so 
long. Every industrious European who transports himself here, 
may be compared to a sprout growing at the foot of a great tree; 
it enjoys and draws but a little portion of sap; wrench it from 
the parent roots, transplant it, and it will become a tree bearing 
fruit also. Colonists are therefore entitled to the consideration 
due to the most useful subjects; a hundred families barely 
existing in some parts of Scotland, will here in six years, cause an 
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annual exportation of 10,000 bushels of wheat: 100 bushels 
being but a common quantity for an industrious family to sell, it 
they cultivate good land. It is here, then, that the idle may be 
employed, the useless become useful, and the poor become rich: 
but by riches I do not mean gold and silver; we have but little 
of those metals; I mean a better sort of wealth, cleared lands, 
cattle, good houses, good clothes, and an increase of people to 

enjoy them. , 

There is no wonder that this country has so many charms, and 

presents to Europeans so many temptations to remain in it. A 
traveller in Europe becomes a stranger as soon as he quits his 
own kingdom; but it is otherwise here. We know, properly 
speaking, no strangers; this is every person s country; the variety 
of our soils, situations, climates, governments, and produce, 
hath something which must please every body. No sooner does 
an European arrive, no matter of what condition, than his eyes 
are opened upon the fair prospects; he hears his language spoke, 
he retraces many of his own country manners, he perpetually 
hears the names of families and towns with which he is 
acquainted; he sees happiness and prosperity' in all places dis¬ 
seminated; he meets with hospitality, kindness, and plenty 
every where: he beholds hardly any poor, he seldom hears of 
punishments and executions; and he wonders at the elegance 
of our towns, those miracles of industry and freedom. He cannot 
admire enough our rural districts, our convenient roads, good 
taverns, and our many accommodations; he involuntarily loves a 
country where every thing is so lovely. When in England, he was 
a mere Englishman; here he stands on a larger portion of the 
globe, not less than its fourth part, and may see the productions 
of the north, in iron and naval stores; the provisions of Ireland, 
the grain of Egypt, the indigo, the rice or China. He does not 
find, as in Europe, a crouded society, where every place is over¬ 
stocked ; he does not feel that perpetual collision of parties, that 
difficulty of beginning, that contention which oversets so many. 

There is room for every body in America: has he any particular 
talent, or industry? he exerts it in order to procure a livelihood, 
and it succeeds. Is he a merchant? the avenues of trade are 


infinite; is he eminent in any respect? he will be employed and 
respected. Does he love a country life? pleasant farms present 
themselves; he may purchase what he wants, and thereby become 
an American farmer. Is he a labourer, sober and industrious; he 
need not go many miles, nor receive many informations before 
he will be hired, well fed at the table of his employer, and paid 
four or five times more than he can get in Europe. Does he want 
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uncultivated lands? thousand of acres present themselves, which 
he may purchase cheap. Whatever be his talents or inclinations, 
if they are moderate, he may satisfy them. I do not mean, that 
every one who comes will grow rich in a little time; no, but he 
may procure an easy, decent maintenance, by his industry. Instead 
of starving, he will be fed; instead of being idle, he will have 
employment; and these are riches enough for such men as come 
over here. The rich stay in Europe; it is only the middling and 
poor that emigrate. Would you wish to travel in independent idle¬ 
ness, from north to south, you will find easy access, and the most 
chearful reception at every house; society without ostentation, 
good cheer without pride, and every decent diversion which the 
country affords, with little expense. It is no wonder that the 
European who has lived here a few years, is desirous to remain; 
Europe with all its pomp, is not to be compared to this continent, 
for men of middle stations or labourers. 

An European, when he first arrives, seems limited in his inten¬ 
tions, as well as in his views; but he very suddenly alters his 
scale; two hundred miles formerly appeared a very great distance; 
it is now but a trifle; he no sooner breathes our air than he forms 
schemes, and embarks in designs he never would have thought of 
in his own country. There the plentitude of society confines many 
useful ideas, and often extinguishes the most laudable schemes 
which here ripen into maturity. Thus Europeans become 
Americans. 

But how is this accomplished in that croud of low, indigent 
people, who flock here every year from all parts of Europe? I 
will tell you; they no sooner arrive than they immediately feel 
the good effects of that plenty of provisions we possess: they fare 
on our best food, and are kindly entertained; their talents, char¬ 
acter, and peculiar industry are immediately enquired into; they 
find countrymen every where disseminated, let them come from 
whatever part of Europe. 

Let me select one as an epitome of the rest; he is hired, he goes 
to work, and works moderately; instead of being employed by 
a haughty person, he finds himself with his equal, placed at the 
substantial table of the farmer, or else at an inferior one as good ; 
his wages are high, his bed is not like that bed of sorrow on 
which he used to lie: if he behaves with propriety, and is faithful, 
he is caressed, and becomes, as it were, a member of the family. 
He begins to feel the effects of a sort of resurrection: hitherto 
he had not lived, but simply vegetated; he now feels himself a 
man, because he is treated as such; the laws of his own country 
had overlooked him in his insignificancy; the laws of this cover 
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him with their mantle. Judge what an alteration there must arise 
in mind and thoughts of this man; he begins to forget his former 
servitude and dependence; his heart involuntarily swells and 
plows; this first swell inspires him with those new thoughts 
which'constitute an American. What love can he entertain for 
a country where his existence was a burden to him! if he is a 
generous good man, the love of his new adoptive parent, will 
sink deep into his heart. He looks around, and sees many a 
prosperous person, who but a few years before was as poor as 
himself. This encourages him much; he begins to form some 
little scheme, the first, alas, he ever formed in his life. If he is 
wise, he thus spends two or three years, in which time he acquires 
knowledge, the use of tools, the modes of working the lands, 
felling trees, &c. This prepares the foundation of a good name, 
the most useful acquisition he can make. He is encouraged; he 
has gained friends; he is advised and directed; he feels bold; he 
purchases some land; he gives all the money he has brought over, 
as well as what he has earned, and trusts to the God of harvests 
for the discharge of the rest. His good name procures him credit; 
he is now possessed of the deed, conveying to him and his pos¬ 
terity the fee simple, and absolute property of two hundred acres 
of land, situated on such a river. What an epocha in this man s 
life! He is become a freeholder, from perhaps a German boor— 
he is now an American, a Pennsylvanian. He is naturalized; his 
name is enrolled with those of the other citizens of the province. 
Instead of being a vagrant, he has a place of residence; he is 
called the inhabitant of such a county, or of such a district, and 
for the first time in his life counts for something; for hitherto 
he had been a cypher. I only repeat what I have heard many say, 
and no wonder their hearts should glow, and be agitated with 
a multitude of feelings, not easy to describe. From nothing to 
start into being; from a servant to the rank of master; from 
being the slave of some despotic prince, to become a free man, 
invested with lands, to which every municipal blessing is 
annexed! What a change indeed! It is in consequence of that 
change, that he becomes an American. 

This great metamorphosis has a double effect; it extinguishes 
all his European prejudices; he forgets that mechanism of sub¬ 
ordination, that servility of disposition which poverty had taught 
him; and sometimes he is apt to forget it too much, often passing 
from one extreme to the other. If he is a good man, he forms 
schemes of future prosperity; he proposes to educate his children 
better than he has been educated himself; he thinks of future 
modes of conduct, feels an ardour to labour he never felt before. 
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Pride steps in, and leads him to everything that the laws do not 
forbid: he respects them; with a heart-felt gratitude he looks 
toward that government from whose wisdom all his new felicity 
is derived, and under whose wings and protection he now lives. 
These reflexions constitute him the good man and the good 
subject. 

Ye poor Europeans, ye, who sweat and work for the great— 
ye, who are obliged to give so many sheaves to the church, so 
many to your lords, so many to your government, and have 
hardly any left for yourselves—ye, who are held in less estima¬ 
tion than favourite hunters or useless lap-dogs—ye, who only 
breathe the air of nature, because it cannot be withheld from 
you; it is here that ye can conceive the possibility of those 
feelings I have been describing; it is here the laws of naturaliza¬ 
tion invite every one to partake of our great labours and felicity, 
to till unrented, untaxed lands! 

Many, corrupted beyond the power of amendment, have 
brought with them all their vices, and, disregarding the ad¬ 
vantages held out to them, have gone on in their former career 
of iniquity, until they have been overtaken and punished by our 
laws. It is not every emigrant who succeeds; no, it is only the 
sober, the honest, and industrious: happy those, to whom this 
transition has served as a powerful spur to labour, to prosperity, 
and to the good establishment of children, born in the days of 
their poverty: and who had no other portion to expect, but the 
rags of their parents, had it not been for their happy emigration. 
Others again, have been led astray by this enchanting scene; their 
new pride, instead of leading them to the fields, has kept them in 
idleness; the idea of possessing lands is all that satisfies them— 
though surrounded with fertility, they have mouldered away their 
time in inactivity, misinformed husbandry, and ineffectual 
endeavours. . . . 

After a foreigner from any part of Europe is arrived, and 
become a citizen; let him devoutly listen to the voice of our great 
parent, which says to him. Welcome to my shores, distressed 
European; bless the hour in which thou didst see my verdant 
fields, my fair navigable rivers, and my green mountains!—If 
thou wilt work, I have bread for thee; if thou wilt be honest, 
sober and industrious, I have greater rewards to confer on thee— 
ease and independence. I will give thee fields to feed and clothe 
thee; a comfortable fire-side to sit by, and tell thy children by 
what means thou hast prospered; and a decent bed to repose on. 

I shall endow thee, beside, with the immunities of a freeman. If 
thou wilt carefully educate thy children, teach them gratitude to 
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God, and reverence to that government, that philanthropic gov¬ 
ernment, which has collected here so many men and made them 
happy, I will also provide for thy progeny: and to every good 
man this ought to be the most holy, the most powerful, the most 
earnest wish he can possibly form, as well as the most consolatory 
prospect when he dies. Go thou, and work and till; thou shalt 
prosper, provided thou be just, grateful and industrious.” 

Michel-Guillaume Jean de Crevecoeur, Letters from an American 
Farmer; Describing Certain Provincial Situations, Manners, and 
Customs, Not Generally Known . . . Written for the Information 
of a Friend in England, by J. Hector St. John, A Farmer in Penn¬ 
sylvania. Letter III. London, 1782 and many subsequent editions. 



"Ten Years in America 
Are Like A Century Elsewhere" 

Francis Lieber 


although bom and educated in Germany, Francis Lieber 
belongs to American history and scholarship; indeed were 
it not that his Letters to a Gentleman in Germany were 
written shortly after his arrival in America, he could not 
properly be admitted to this volume. Born in Berlin, in 
1800, Lieber fought as a mere boy at Waterloo and Namur. 
Even in youth he was inclined toward radicalism, and in 
1819 he was arrested as a dangerous character and for¬ 
bidden to study at any university except Jena. Here he re¬ 
ceived the degree of doctor of philosophy in 1820 and then 
—with the relaxation of the restriction on his movements— 
studied further at Halle, Dresden, and Berlin. His enthusi¬ 
asm for liberty led him to enlist in the Greek War for Inde¬ 
pendence, but, disillusioned, he made his way to Rome, 
where for a short time he lived with the great historian 
Niebuhr. On his return to Germany he found himself once 
more involved with the government, and in 1826 fled to 
London. The next year found young Lieber in Boston, 
busily cultivating the friendship of such men as Justice 
Story, Edward Everett, and George Ticknor. With the as¬ 
sistance of Judge Story and other friends he launched the 
Encyclopaedia Americana. It was during these early years 
in the United States that Lieber wrote his Letters to a 
Gentleman in Germany —letters recording enthusiastically 
the prosperity and freedom of the New World. 

Lieber's later career is familiar to every student of Ameri¬ 
can political thought. For twenty years he was Professor of 
history and political economy at the University of South 
Carolina; in 1857 he was appointed to the chair of political 
science at Columbia College; and later taught in the Colum¬ 
bia University law school. He drew up the famous Code for 
the Government of Armies, which became General Order 
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No. 100, and formed the basis of military law in the 
United States and elsewhere; he wrote voluminously on 
political theory, philosophy, penology, and international 
law; and as friend and adviser to statesmen he exercised a 
far-reaching influence on American politics. 


What distances and cheapness! The steamboat which I found 
here for Chicago, I think I have already mentioned; in fine, 
distances are not considered in this country as in Europe; if they 
were, we should not have crept much beyond the Alleghany 
mountains by this time. And what is the reason that a thousand 
miles in the United States are not as much as a thousand miles 
in Europe? There are several reasons for it, in my opinion. First, 
the early settlers had to think of many thousand miles off, when¬ 
ever they thought of their beloved home. Thus, a far different 
unit by which to estimate other distances was laid down in their 
minds. It is clear that a person settling a hundred miles from 
them could not appear far away to those who had their original 
home some thousand miles off; and, although a generation born 
on this continent soon grew up, their relations to Europe still 
continued to be of such a character that all considered themselves 
intimately connected with her; and even to this day, w'e feel 
that, as to everything in science and civilization, we are closely 
connected with Europe; and a lady in New York thinks no more 
of going to Havre or Liverpool than a lady in London of going 
to Paris. 

This feeling, together with the vast unsettled continent before 
them, induced people to push on and settle at great distances, 
especially as the life of the early colonists was such as to develop 
a daring spirit of enterprise, which gradually has settled down 
into a fixed trait of American character. General Moreau, when 
residing in this country—so said a French gentleman, an 
acquaintance of mine—believed that no soldier would be equal 
to an American, if well and thoroughly disciplined (to be 
sure, the present militia would require some "rubbings"), 
because, said he, "An American doubts of nothing." It was true 
what Moreau observed, that an American doubts of nothing; 
sometimes owing to enterprising boldness, sometimes to want of 
knowledge or to self-confidence, always, in a measure, to the fact 
that want of success in an enterprise is not followed in the United 
States by obloquy or ridicule, even though the undertaking may 
have been injudicious. This, though often calculated to mislead, 
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is, on the whole, an excellent thing; and, even supposing a man 
to have miscalculated his strength in one attempt, he may take 
better care the next time. 

This spirit of enterprise and adventure pushed new settlers far 
into all directions; a consequence of which is that we now dwell 
in a vast country, inhabited by people of the same language, and 
living under the same laws—another reason why distances appear 
shorter to us. The comparatively small number of mountain 
chains is a third cause of the same singular fact. As we require 
objects by which to judge distances—thus, for instance, objects, 
seen over a wide expanse of water, appear nearer to us, than 
when the view lies across an equally extensive tract of land—so 
a distance by land, if we have to pass through many different 
languages and governments, and over mountains, appears to 11 s 
greater than if no such intervening objects existed. In the Atlantic 
states, people are, besides, so familiar with voyages to Canton, 
the Pacific, Buenos Aires, etc., that I have seen in Europe more 
bustle in a family, a member of which was going to a university, 
perhaps some sixty miles off, than I have here when the son or 
brother was embarking for China or the Manilas. The steamboats 

which greatly facilitate traveling, the population being scat¬ 
tered over so vast a country—and the migratory disposition of 
the American in general, originally caused by the above given 
reasons, contribute, in turn, their full part to the production of 
the same effect. The next nation after the Americans in this 
respect are the English, whose possessions in all quarters of the 
globe would make them consider distances as still less than the 
Americans, were their own country not itself so very confined 
Every mile has there its full value. 

Not distances alone are measured here by a standard different 
from that of other countries; time, too, receives a different value, 
but it is measured by a smaller standard than in Europe. An 
American wants to perform within a year what others do within 
a much longer period. Ten years in America are like a century 
in Spain. The United States really change in some respects more 
within ten years than a country like Spain has within a hundred. 
England moves, in all practical affairs, quicker than the con¬ 
tinent. The United States move quicker still, in some respects, 
than England. There are many reasons for this more rapid move¬ 
ment which I will not oblige you to read; let me only observe 
that it influences all relations of life. According to recent state¬ 
ments, a female servant in London remains, on average, four 
hundred and sixty-two days in the same situation. I have no 
doubt that, if similar accounts could be obtained from Germany, 
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we would find that they remain much longer there in the same 
place, and the corresponding period in New York would average 
much less. Sometimes individuals long for a stationary country, 
where things remain in their place for some time, and where one 
does not fee 1 all the time as if tied to the wing of a windmill. 
This desire is very natural: whether they would be pleased by a 
change for a long time or not is quite a different question. For 
(he rest, the choice is not with the nations. There are, at present, 
two classes of nations, which in all your inquiries, you must 
strictly distinguish from each other; namely, moving nations and 
stationary nations. The former would be utterly ruined, were 
they to counteract their own impetus. I speak here chiefly of 
industry, and diffusion and application of knowledge. This 
movement has become with them one of the “historical tasks” 
which they have to perform. They must have steamboats, though 
a sailing boat may grace the landscape a thousand times more: 
they must have railroads, though traveling on them be a dull 
thing. 

Francis Lieber, Letters to a Gentleman in Germany, edited by 
Francis Lieber. Philadelphia, 1834. 



The Pervasive Influence of Democracy 

Alexis de Toccjueville 


rr IS over one hundred years since young Alexis de Tocque- 
ville—just turned thirty—brought out the first two volumes 
of his Democracy in America, yet that work remains the 
classic analysis of the influence of democracy on the society, 
economy, and government of the United States. Born in 
Pans, in 1800, and trained to the law, Tocqueville was sent 
to the United States in 1831 by his government to investi¬ 
gate the penitentiary system of this country. But he was in¬ 
terested in much more than the prison and penal system; 
he was interested in the new phenomenon of a society domi¬ 
nated by democratic principles, and fascinated by the man¬ 
ner in which those principles permeated every institution in 
American life. "I confess," he wrote, "that in America I 
saw more than America; I sought the image of democracy 
itself, with its inclinations, its character, its prejudices, and 
its passions, in order to learn what we have to fear or hope 
rom its progress. Convinced that democracy was bound to 
spread, Tocqueville was concerned, above all, to understand 
its implications for the Old World and. above all, for 
France. He was the first philosophical historian to write of 
the American experiment in democracy, the first political 
scientist to make democracy the primary object of realistic 
investigation. No other analyst, American or foreign, has 
traced so skillfully or so thoroughly the subtle and complex 
ramifications of the democratic principle in our society, nor 
has any other, except Bryce, commented so shrewdly on the 
strength and the weakness of American democracy. 

Tocqueville s book, the first two volumes of which ap¬ 
peared in 1835, the next two in 1840, was at once hailed as 
a classic, and Tocqueville himself was elected to the French 
Academy. He continued for some years in public life, be¬ 
came a member and vice-president of the assembly, and’, for 
a few months, minister of foreign affairs, but with the 
triumph of Louis Napoleon he withdrew in disgust from 
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politics and returned to scholarship. The most notable work 
of his latter years is his Ancient Regime and the Revolution. 
He died at Cannes, at the comparatively young age of fifty- 
eight. 

It is exceptionally difficult to make a selection from 
Tocqueville, for almost every page cries out for reproduc¬ 
tion. We have chosen here some of his observations on the 
influence of democracy on language, literature, and history, 
and portions of his chapters on armies and war among 
democratic nations. The translation is that by the English¬ 
man, Henry Reeve. 


INFLUENCES OF DEMOCRACY UPON LANGUAGE 

AND LITERATURE 

Although America is perhaps in our days the civilized country 
in which literature is least attended to, a large number of persons 
are nevertheless to be found there who take an interest in the 
productions of the mind, and who make them, if not the study 
of their lives, at least the charm of their leisure hours. But 
England supplies these readers with the larger portion of the 
books which they require. Almost all important English books 
are republished in the United States. The literary genius of Great 
Britain still darts its rays into the recesses of the forests of the 
New World. There is hardly a pioneer’s hut which does not 
contain a few odd volumes of Shakespeare. I remember that I 
read the feudal play of Henry V for the first time in a log-house. 

Not only do the Americans constantly draw upon the treasures 
of English literature, but it may be said with truth that they find 
the literature of England growing on their own soil. The larger 
part of that small number of men in the United States who are 
engaged in the composition of literary works are English in 
substance, and still more so in form. Thus they transport into the 
midst of democracy the ideas and literary fashions which are 
current among the aristocratic nation they have taken for their 
model. They paint with colours borrowed from foreign manners; 
and as they hardly ever represent the country they were born in 
as it really is, they are seldom popular there. The citizens of the 
United States are themselves so convinced that it is not for them 
that books are published, that before they can make up their 
minds upon the merit of one of their authors they generally wait 
till his fame has been ratified in England, just as in pictures the 
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author of an original is held to be entitled to judge of the merit 
of a copy. The inhabitants of the United States have then at 
present, properly speaking, no literature. The only authors whom 
I acknowledge as American are the journalists. They, indeed, are 
not great writers, but they speak the language of their country¬ 
men, and make themselves heard by them. Other authors are 
aliens; they are to the Americans what the imitators of the Greeks 
and Romans w'ere to us at the revival of learning—an object of 
curiosity, not of general sympathy. They amuse the mind, but 
they do not act upon the manners of the people. 

I have already said that this state of things is very far from 
originating in democracy alone, and that the causes of it must be 
sought for in several peculiar circumstances independent of the 
democratic principle. If the Americans, retaining the same laws 
and social condition, had had a different origin, and had been 
transported into another country, I do not question that they 
would have had a literature. Even as they now are, I am con¬ 
vinced that they will ultimately have one; but its character will 
be different from that which marks the American literary produc¬ 
tions of our time, and that character will be peculiarly its own. 
Nor is it impossible to trace this character beforehand. . . . 

Let us transport ourselves into the midst of a democracy, not 
unprepared by ancient traditions and present culture to partake 
in the pleasures of the mind. Ranks are there intermingled and 
confounded; knowledge and power are both infinitely sub¬ 
divided, and, if I may use the expression, scattered on every 
side. Here, then, is a motley multitude, whose intellectual wants 
are to be supplied. These new votaries of the pleasures of the 
mind have not all received the same education: they do not 
possess the same degree of culture as their fathers, nor any 
resemblance to them—nay, they perpetually differ from them¬ 
selves, for they live in a state of incessant change of place, feel- 
ings, and fortunes. The mind of each member of the community 
is therefore unattached to that of his fellow-citizens by tradition 
or by common habits; and they never have had the power, the 
inclination, nor the time to concert together. It is, however, from 
the bosom of this heterogeneous and agitated mass that authors 
spring; and from the same source their profits and their fame 
are distributed. I can understand w'ithout difficulty that, under 
these circumstances, I must expect to meet in the literature of 
such a people with but few of those strict conventional rules 
which are admitted by readers and by writers in aristocratic ages. 

If it should happen that the men of some period were agreed 
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upon any such rules, that would prove nothing for the following 
period; for among democratic nations each new generation is a 
new people. Among such nations, then, literature will not easily 
be subjected to strict rules, and it is impossible that any such 

rules should ever be permanent. 

In democracies it is by no means the case that all the men who 
cultivate literature have received a literary education; and most 
of those who have some tinge of belles-lettres are either engaged 
in politics, or in a profession which only allows them to taste 
occasionally and by stealth the pleasures of the mind. These 
pleasures, therefore, do not constitute the principal charm of 
their lives; but they are considered as a transient and necessary 
recreation amid the serious labours of life. Such men can never 
acquire a sufficiently intimate knowledge of the art of literature to 
appreciate its more delicate beauties; and the minor shades of 
expression must escape them. As the time they can devote to 
letters is very short, they seek to make the best use of the whole 
of it. They prefer books which require no learned research to 
be understood. They ask for beauties, self-proffered and easily 
enjoyed; above all, they must have what is unexpected and new. 
Accustomed to the struggle, the crosses, and the monotony of 
practical life, they require rapid emotions, startling passages— 
truths or errors brilliant enough to rouse them up, and to plunge 
them at once, as if by violence, into the midst of a subject. 

Why should I say more? or who does not understand what is 
about to follow, before I have expressed it? Taken as a whole, 
literature in democratic ages can never present, as it does in the 
periods ol aristocracy, an aspect of order, regularity, science, and 
art ; its form will, on the contrary, ordinarily be slighted, some¬ 
times despised. Style will frequently be fantastic, incorrect, over¬ 
burdened, and loose—almost always vehement and bold. Authors 
will aim at rapidity of execution, more than at perfection of 
detail. Small productions will be more common than bulky 
books; there will be more wit than erudition, more imagination 
than profundity; and literary performances will bear marks of 
an untutored and rude vigour of thought—frequently of great 
variety and singular fecundity. The object of authors will be to 
astonish rather than to please, and to stir the passions more than 
to charm the taste. Here and there, indeed, writers will doubtless 
occur who will choose a different track, and who will, if they are 
gifted with superior abilities, succeed in finding readers, in spite 
of their defects or their better qualities; but these exceptions will 
be rare, and even the authors who shall so depart from the 
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received practice in the main subject of their works, will always 
relapse into it in some lesser details. . . . 

Democracy not only infuses a taste for letters among the 
trading classes, but introduces a trading spirit into literature. In 
aristocracies, readers are fastidious and few in number; in de¬ 
mocracies, they are far more numerous and far less difficult to 
please. The consequence is, that among aristocratic nations no 
one can hope to succeed without immense exertions, and that 
these exertions may bestow a great deal of fame, but never can 
earn much money; while among democratic nations, a writer 
may flatter himself that he will obtain at a cheap rate a meagre 
reputation and a large fortune. For this purpose he need not be 
aclmired ; it is enough that he is liked. The ever-increasing crowd 
of readers, and their continual craving for something new, insure 
the sale of books which nobody much esteems. 

In democratic periods the public frequently treat authors as 
kings do their courtiers; they enrich, and they despise them. 
What more is needed by the venal souls which are born in courts, 
or which are worthy to live there? Democratic literature is always 
infested with a tribe of writers who look upon letters as a mere 
trade: and for some few great authors who adorn it you may 
reckon thousands of idea-mongers. . . . 

A very superficial survey of the literary remains of the ancients 
will suffice to convince us that if those writers were sometimes 
deficient in variety, or fertility in their subjects, or in boldness, 
vivacity, or power of generalization in their thoughts, they always 
displayed exquisite care and skill in their details. Nothing in 
their works seems to be done hastily or at random: every line is 
written for the eye of the connoisseur, and is shaped after some 
conception of ideal beauty. No literature places those fine quali¬ 
ties, in which the writers of democracies are naturally deficient, 
in bolder relief than that of the ancients; no literature, therefore, 
ought to be more studied in democratic ages. This study is better 
suited than any other to combat the literary defects inherent in 
those ages: as for their more praiseworthy literary qualities, they 
will spring up of their own accord, without its being necessary to 
learn to acquire them. 

It is important that this point should be clearly understood. A 
particular study may be useful to the literature of a people, with¬ 
out being appropriate to its social and political wants. If men 
were to persist in teaching nothing but the literature of the dead 
languages in a community where every one is habitually led to 
make vehement exertions to augment or to maintain his fortune, 
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the result would be a very polished, but a very dangerous, race 
of citizens. For as their social and political condition would give 
them every day a sense of wants which their education would 
never teach them to supply, they would perturb the State, in the 
name of the Greeks and Romans, instead of enriching it by their 
productive industry. 

It is evident that in democratic communities the interest of in¬ 
dividuals, as well as the security of the commonwealth, demands 
that the education of the greater number should be scientific, 
commercial, and industrial, rather than literary. Greek and Latin 
should not be taught in all schools ; but it is important that those 
who by their natural disposition or their fortune are destined to 
cultivate letters or prepared to relish them, should find schools 
where a complete knowledge of ancient literature may be 
acquired, and where the true scholar may be formed. A few 
excellent universities would do more toward the attainment of 
this object than a vast number of bad grammar-schools, where 
superfluous matters, badly learned, stand in the way of sound 
instruction in necessary studies. . . . 

If the reader has rightly understood what I have already said 
on the subject of literature in general, he will have no difficulty 
in comprehending that species of influence which a democratic 
social condition and democratic institutions may exercise over 
language itself, which is the chief instrument of thought. 

American authors may truly be said to live more in England 
than in their own country; since they constantly study the English 
writers, and take them every day for their models. But such is 
not the case with the bulk of the population, which is more imme¬ 
diately subjected to the peculiar causes acting upon the United 
States. It is not then to the written but to the spoken language 
that attention must be paid if we would detect the modifica¬ 
tions which the idiom of an aristocratic people may undergo when 
it becomes the language of a democracy. 

Englishmen of education, and more competent judges than I 
can be myself of the nicer shades of expression, have frequently 
assured me that the language of the educated classes in the 
United States is notably different from that of the educated 
classes in Great Britain. They complain not only that the Ameri¬ 
cans have brought into use a number of new words—the differ¬ 
ence and the distance between the two countries might suffice to 
explain that much—but that these new words are more espe¬ 
cially taken from the jargon of parties, the mechanical arts, or 
the anguage of trade. They assert, in addition to this, that old 

nglish words are often used by the Americans in new accepta- 
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tions; and lastly, that the inhabitants of the United States fre¬ 
quently intermingle their phraseology in the strangest manner, 
and sometimes place words together which are always kept apart 
in the language of the mother-country. . . . 

In aristocracies, language must naturally partake of that state 
of repose in which everything remains. Few new words are 
coined, because few new things are made; and even if new 
things were made, they would be designated by known words, 
whose meaning has been determined by tradition. If it happens 
that the human mind bestirs itself at length, or is roused by 
light breaking in from without, the novel expressions which are 
introduced are characterized by a degree of learning, intelligence, 
and philosophy which shows that they do not originate in a 
democracy. After the fall of Constantinople had turned the tide 
of science and literature toward the west, the French language 
was almost immediately invaded by a multitude of new words, 
which had all Greek or Latin roots. An erudite neologism then 
sprang up in France which was confined to the educated classes, 
and which produced no sensible effect, or at least a very gradual 
one, upon the people. All the nations of Europe successively 
exhibited the same change. Milton alone introduced more than 
six hundred words into the English language, almost all derived 
from the Latin, the Greek, or the Hebrew. The constant agitation 
which prevails in a democratic community tends unceasingly, 
on the contrary, to change the character of the language, as it 
does the aspect of affairs. In the midst of this general stir and 
competition of minds a great number of new ideas are formed, 
old ideas are lost, or reappear, or are subdivided into an infinite 
variety of minor shades. The consequence is, that many words 
must fall into desuetude, and others must be brought into use. 

Democratic nations love change for its own sake; and this is 
seen in their language as much as in their politics. Even when 
they do not need to change words, they sometimes feel a wish to 
transform them. The genius of a democratic people is not only 
shown by the great number of words they bring into use, but also 
by the nature of the ideas these new words represent. Among 
such a people the majority lays down the law in language as 
well as in everything else; its prevailing spirit is as manifest in 
that as in other respects. But the majority is more engaged in 
business than in study—in political and commercial interests 
than in philosophical speculation or literary pursuits. Most of the 
words coined or adopted for its use will therefore bear the mark 
of these habits; they will mainly serve to express the wants of 
business, the passions of party, or the details of the public admin- 
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istration. In these departments the language will constantly 
spread, while on the other hand it will gradually lose ground in 
metaphysics and theology. ... 

In the absence of knowledge of the dead languages, demo¬ 
cratic nations are apt to borrow words from living tongues, for 
their mutual intercourse becomes perpetual, and the inhabitants 
of different countries imitate each other the more readily as they 

grow more like each other every day. 

But it is principally upon their own languages that democratic 
nations attempt to perpetrate innovations, from time to time they 
resume forgotten expressions in their vocabulary, which they 
restore to use; or they borrow from some particular class of the 
community a term peculiar to it, which they introduce with a 
figurative meaning into the language of daily life. Many expres¬ 
sions which originally belonged to the technical language of a 
profession or a party are thus drawn into general circulation. 

The most common expedient employed by democratic nations 
to make an innovation in language consists in giving some un¬ 
wonted meaning to an expression already in use. This method 
is very simple, prompt, and convenient; no learning is required 
to use it aright, and ignorance itself rather facilitates the prac¬ 
tice ; but that practice is most dangerous to the language. When 
a democratic people doubles the meaning of a word in this way, 
they sometimes render the signification which it retains as am¬ 
biguous as that which it acquires. An author begins by a slight 
deflection of a known expression from its primitive meaning, 
and he adapts it, thus modified, as well as he can to his subject. 
A second writer twists the sense of the expression in another 
way; a third takes possession of it for another purpose; and as 
there is no common appeal to the sentence of a permanent 
tribunal which may definitely settle the signification of the word, 
it remains in an ambiguous condition. The consequence is that 
writers hardly ever appear to dwell upon a single thought, but 
they always seem to point their aim at a knot of ideas, leaving 
the reader to judge which of them has been hit. This is a deplor¬ 
able consequence of democracy. . . . 

The principle of equality necessarily introduces several other 
changes into language. In aristocratic ages, when each nation 
tends to stand aloof from all others and likes to have distinct 
characteristics of its own, it often happens that several peoples 
which have a common origin become nevertheless estranged 
from each other, so that, without ceasing to understand the same 
language, they no longer all speak it in the same manner. In 
these ages each nation is divided into a certain number of classes, 


ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE 45 

which see but little of each other, and do not intermingle. Each 
of these classes contracts, and invariably retains, habits of mind 
peculiar to itself, and adopts by choice certain words and certain 
terms, which afterward pass from generation to generation, like 
their estates. The same idiom then comprises a language of the 
poor and a language ol the rich—a language of the citizen and 
a language of the nobility—a learned language and a vulgar one. 
The deeper the divisions, and the more impassable the barriers 
of society become, the more must this be the case. . . . When, 
on the contrary, men, being no longer restrained by ranks, meet 
on terms of constant intercourse—when castes are destroyed, and 
the classes of society are recruited and intermixed with each 
other, all the words of a language are mingled. Those which are 
unsuitable to the greater number perish; the remainder form a 
common store, whence every one chooses pretty nearly at ran¬ 
dom. Almost all the different dialects which divided the idioms 
of European nations are manifestly declining; there is no patois 

in the New World, and it is disappearing every day from the old 
countries. 

The influence of this revolution in social conditions is as much 
felt in style as it is in phraseology. Not only does every one 
use the same words, but a habit springs up of using them with¬ 
out discrimination. The rules which style had set up are almost 
abolished: the line ceases to be drawn between expressions which 
seem by their nature vulgar, and others which appear to be re¬ 
fined. Persons springing from different ranks of society carry 
the terms and expressions they are accustomed to use with them, 
into whatever circumstances they may pass; thus the origin of 
words is lost like the origin of individuals, and there is as much 
confusion in language as there is in society. . . . 

I shall not quit this topic without touching on a feature of 
democratic languages which is perhaps more characteristic of 
them than any other. It has already been shown that democratic 
nations have a taste, and sometimes a passion, for general ideas, 
and that this arises from their peculiar merits and defects. This 
liking for general ideas is displayed in democratic languages 
by the continual use of generic terms or abstract expressions, 
and by the manner in which they are employed. This is the great 
merit and the great imperfection of these languages. Demo¬ 
cratic nations are passionately addicted to generic terms or 
abstract expressions, because these modes of speech enlarge 
thought, and assist the operations of the mind by enabling it to 
include several objects in a small compass. . . . 

These abstract terms which abound in democratic languages, 
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and which are used on every occasion without attaching them 
to any particular fact, enlarge and obscure the thoughts they are 
intended to convey; they render the mode of speech more suc¬ 
cinct, and the idea contained in it less clear. But with regard to 
language, democratic nations prefer obscurity to labour. I know 
not, indeed, whether this loose style has not some secret charm 
for those who speak and write among these nations. As the men 
who live there are frequently left to the efforts of their individual 
powers of mind, they are almost always a prey to doubt; and 
as their situation in life is for ever changing, they are never 
held fast to any of their opinions by the certain tenure of their 
fortunes. Men living in democratic countries are, then, apt to 
entertain unsettled ideas, and they require loose expressions to 
convey them. As they never know whether the idea they express 
to-day will be appropriate to the new position they may occupy 
to-morrow', they naturally acquire a liking for abstract terms. An 
abstract term is like a box with a false bottom: you may put in 
it what ideas you please, and take them out again without being 
observed. . . . 

Historians who write in aristocratic ages are wont to refer all 
occurrences to the particular will or temper of certain indi¬ 
viduals; and they are apt to attribute the most important revolu¬ 
tions to very slight accidents. They trace out the smallest causes 
with sagacity, and frequently leave the greatest unperceived. 
Historians who live in democratic ages exhibit precisely opposite 
characteristics. Most of them attribute hardly any influence to 
the individual over the destiny of the race, nor to citizens over 
the fate of a people; but, on the other hand, they assign great 
general causes to all petty incidents. These contrary tendencies 
explain each other. 

When the historian of aristocratic ages surveys the theatre of 
the world, he at once perceives a very small number of prominent 
actors, who manage the whole piece. These great personages, 
who occupy the front of the stage, arrest the observation, and 
fix it on themselves; and while the historian is bent on pene¬ 
trating the secret motives which make them speak and act, the 
rest escape his memory. The importance of the things which 
some men are seen to do, gives him an exaggerated estimate of 
the influence which one man may possess; and naturally leads 
him to think that, in order to explain the impulses of the multi¬ 
tude, it is necessary to refer them to the particular influence of 
some one individual. 

When, on the contrary, all the citizens are independent of one 
another, and each of them is individually weak, no one is seen 
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those general theories which our historical writers are ever ready 
to carry to excess. 

Those who write in democratic ages have another more dan¬ 
gerous tendency. When the traces of individual action upon na¬ 
tions are lost, it often happens that the world goes on to move, 
though the moving agent is no longer discoverable. As it be¬ 
comes extremely difficult to discern and to analyse the reasons 
which, acting separately on the volition of each member of the 
community, concur in the end to produce movement in the old 
mass, men are led to believe that this movement is involuntary, 
and that societies unconsciously obey some superior force ruling 
over them. But even when the general fact which governs the 
private volition of all individuals is supposed to be discovered 
upon the earth, the principle of human free will is not secure. 
A cause sufficiently extensive to affect millions of men at once, 
and sufficiently strong to bend them all together in the same 
direction, may well seem irresistible: having seen that mankind 
do yield to it, the mind is close upon the inference that man¬ 
kind cannot resist it. 

Historians who live in democratic ages, then, not only deny 
that the few have any power of acting upon the destiny of a 
people, but they deprive the people themselves of the power of 
modifying their own condition, and they subject them either to 
an inflexible Providence, or to some blind necessity. According 
to them, each nation is indissolubly bound by its position, its 
origin, its precedents, and its character, to a certain lot which no 
efforts can ever change. They involve generation in generation, 
and thus, going back from age to age, and from necessity to 
necessity, up to the origin of the world, they forge a close and 
enormous chain, which girds and binds the human race. To their 
minds it is not enough to show what events have occurred: they 
would fain show that events could not have occurred otherwise. 
They take a nation arrived at a certain stage of its history, and 
they affirm that it could not but follow the track which brought 
it thither. It is easier to make such an assertion than to show by 
what means the nation might have adopted a better course. 

In reading the historians of aristocratic ages, and especially 
those of antiquity, it would seem that, to be master of his lot, 
and to govern his fellow-creatures, man requires only to be 
master of himself. In perusing the historical volumes which our 
age has produced, it would seem that man is utterly powerless 
over himself and over all around him. The historians of antiquity 
taught how to command: those of our time teach only how 
to obey; in their writings the author often appears great, but 
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humanity is always diminutive. If this doctrine of necessity, 
which is so attractive to those who write history in democratic 
ages, passes from authors to their readers, till it infects the whole 
mass of the community and gets possession of the public mind, 
it will soon paralyse the activity of modern society, and reduce 
Christians to the level of the Turks. . . . Our contemporaries 
are but too prone to doubt of the human free will, because each 
or them feels himself confined on every side by his own weak¬ 
ness ; but they are still willing to acknowledge the strength and 
independence of men united in society. Let not this principle be 
lost sight of; for the great object in our time is to raise the facul¬ 
ties of men, not to complete their prostration. 

WARFARE AMONG DEMOCRATIC PEOPLES 

The same interests, the same fears, the same passions which 
deter democratic nations from revolutions, deter them also from 
war; the spirit of military glory and the spirit of revolution are 
weakened at the same time and by the same causes. The ever- 
increasing numbers of men of property—lovers of peace, the 
growth of personal wealth which war so rapidly consumes, the 
mildness of manners, the gentleness of heart, those tendencies 
to pity which are engendered by the equality of conditions, that 
coolness of understanding which renders men comparatively in¬ 
sensible to the violent and poetical excitement of arms—all these 
causes concur to quench the military spirit. I think it may be ad¬ 
mitted as a general and constant rule that, among civilized 
nations, the warlike passions will become more rare and less 
intense in proportion as social conditions shall be more equal. 
War is nevertheless an occurrence to which all nations are sub¬ 
ject, democratic nations as well as others. Whatever taste they 
may have for peace, they must hold themselves in readiness to 
repel aggression, or, in other words, they must have an army. 

Fortune, which has conferred so many peculiar benefits upon 
the inhabitants of the United States, has placed them in the midst 
of a wilderness, where they have, so to speak, no neighbours: 
a few thousand soldiers are sufficient for their wants; but this 
is peculiar to America, not to democracy. The equality of con¬ 
ditions, and the manners as well as the institutions resulting 
from it, do not exempt a democratic people from the necessity 
of standing armies, and their armies always exercise a powerful 
influence over their fate. It is therefore of singular importance 
to inquire what are the natural propensities of tfie men of whom 
these armies are composed. 
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Among aristocratic nations, especially among those in which 
birth is the only source of rank, the same inequality exists in the 
army as in the nation; the officer is noble, the soldier is a serf; 
the one is naturally called upon to command, the other to obey. 
In aristocratic armies, the private soldier’s ambition is therefore 
circumscribed within very narrow limits. Nor has the ambition 
of the officer an unlimited range. An aristocratic body not only 
forms a part of the scale of ranks in the nation, but it contains 
a scale of ranks within itself: the members of whom it is com¬ 
posed are placed one above another, in a particular and un¬ 
varying manner. Thus one man is born to the command of a 
regiment, another to that of a company; when once they have 
reached the utmost object of their hopes, they stop of their own 
accord, and remain contented with their lot. There is, besides, a 
strong cause, which, in aristocracies, weakens the officer’s desire 
of promotion. Among aristocratic nations, an officer, independ¬ 
ently of his rank in the army, also occupies an elevated rank in 
society; the former is almost always in his eyes only an append¬ 
age to the latter. A nobleman who embraces the profession of 
arms follows it less from motives of ambition than from a sense 
of the duties imposed on him by his birth. He enters the army 
in order to find an honourable employment for the idle years 
of his youth, and to be able to bring back to his home and his 
peers some honourable recollections of military life; but his 



his own right, and enjoys them without leaving his home. 

In democratic armies all the soldiers may become officers, 
which makes the desire of promotion general, and immeasurably 
extends the bounds of military ambition. The officer, on his part, 
sees nothing which naturally and necessarily stops him at one 
grade more than at another; and each grade has immense im¬ 
portance in his eyes, because his rank in society almost always 
depends on his rank in the army. Among democratic nations it 
often happens that an officer has no property but his pay, and 
no distinction but that of military honours: consequently as 
often as his duties change, his fortune changes, and he becomes, 
as it were, a new man. What was only an appendage to his 
position in aristocratic armies has thus become the main point, 
the basis of his whole condition. Under the old French mon¬ 
archy officers were always called by their titles of nobility; they 
are now always called by the title of their military rank. This 
little change in the forms of language suffices to show that a 
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great revolution has taken place in the constitution of society 
nd in that of the army. In democratic armies the desire of ad¬ 
vancement is almost universal: it is ardent, tenacious, perpetual* 
it is strengthened by all other desires, and only extinguished 
w!th hfe itself. But it is easy to see that, of all armies in the 
world, those in which advancement must be slowest in time of 
peace are the armies of democratic countries. As the number of 
commissions is naturally limited, while the number of competi¬ 
n' rif m ° St un ^ m * tec *’ an ^ as ^e strict law of equality is over 
all alike, none can make rapid progress—many can make no 

progress at all. Thus the desire of advancement is greater, and 

am °PP ort ^ nities °f advancement fewer, there than elsewhere. 

II the ambitious spirits of a democratic army are consequently 
ardently desirous of war, because war makes vacancies, and war¬ 
rants the violation of that law of seniority which is the sole 
privilege natural to democracy. 

, t ^ 1US arr / ve at ^is singular consequence, that of all armies 
those most ardently desirous of war are democratic armies, and 

° j natlons those most fond of peace are democratic nations: 
and, what makes these facts still more extraordinary, is that 
these contrary effects are produced at the same time by the 
principle of equality. 1 

All the members of the community, being alike, constantly 
harbour the wish, and discover the possibility, of changing their 
condition and improving their welfare: this makes them fond 
of peace, which is favourable to industry, and allows every man 
to pursue his own little undertakings to their completion. On 
the other hand, this same equality makes soldiers dream of 
fields of battle, by increasing the value of military honours in 
the eyes of those who follow the profession of arms, and by 
rendering those honours accessible to all. In either case the in¬ 
quietude of the heart is the same, the taste for enjoyment as insa¬ 
tiable, the ambition of success as great—the means of gratifying 
it are alone different. 6 

These opposite tendencies of the nation and the army expose 
democratic communities to great dangers. When a military spirit 
forsakes a people, the profession of arms immediately ceases 
to be held in honour, and military men fall to the lowest rank 
of the public servants: they are little esteemed, and no longer 
understood. The reverse of what takes place in aristocratic ages 
then occurs; the men who enter the army are no longer those of 
the highest, but of the lowest rank. Military ambition is only 
indulged in when no other is possible. Hence arises a circle of 
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cause and consequence from which it is difficult to escape: the 
best part of the nation shuns the military profession because 
that profession is not honoured, and the profession is not hon¬ 
oured because the best part of the nation has ceased to follow it. 
It is then no matter of surprise that democratic armies are often 
restless, ill-tempered, and dissatisfied with their lot, although 
their physical condition is commonly far better and their disci¬ 
pline less strict than in other countries. The soldier feels that he 
occupies an inferior position, and his wounded pride either 
stimulates his taste for hostilities which would render his services 
necessary, or gives him a turn for revolutions, during which he 
may hope to win by force of arms the political influence and 
personal importance now denied him. The composition of 
democratic armies makes this last-mentioned danger much to 
be feared. In democratic communities almost every man has 
some property to preserve; but democratic armies are generally 
led by men without property, most of whom have little to lose 
in civil broils. The bulk of the nation is naturally much more 
afraid of revolutions than in the ages of aristocracy, but the 
leaders of the army much less so. 

Moreover, as among democratic nations . . . the wealthiest, 
the best educated, and the most able men seldom adopt the 
military profession, the army, taken collectively, eventually 
forms a small nation by itself, where the mind is less enlarged, 
and habits are more rude than in the nation at large. Now, this 
small uncivilized nation has arms in its possession, and alone 
knows how to use them: for, indeed, the pacific temper of the 
community increases the danger to which a democratic people 
is exposed from the military and turbulent spirit of the army. 
Nothing is so dangerous as an army amid an unwarlike nation; 
the excessive love of the whole community for quiet continually 
puts its constitution at the mercy of the soldiery. 

It may, therefore, be asserted, generally speaking, that if dem¬ 
ocratic nations are naturally prone to peace from their interests 
and their propensities, they are constantly drawn to war and 
revolutions by their armies. Military revolutions, which are 
scarcely ever to be apprehended in aristocracies, are always to 
be dreaded among democratic nations. These perils must be 
reckoned among the most formidable which beset their future 
fate, and the attention of statesmen should be sedulously applied 
to find a remedy for the evil. 

When a nation perceives that it is inwardly affected by the 
restless ambition of its army, the first thought which occurs is 
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to give this inconvenient ambition an object by going to war. 
1 speak no ill of war: war almost always enlarges the mind of a 
peopte, and raises their character. In some cases it is the only 
check to the excessive growth of certain propensities which 
naturally spring out of the equality of conditions, and it must 
be considered as a necessary corrective to certain inveterate dis¬ 
eases to which democratic communities are liable. War has great 
advantages, but we must not flatter ourselves that it can diminish 
the danger I have just pointed out. That peril is only suspended 
by it, to return more fiercely when the war is over; for armies 
are much more impatient of peace after having tasted military 
exploits. War could only be a remedy for a people which should 
always be athirst for military glory. I foresee that all the military 
rulers who may rise up in great democratic nations will find it 
easier to conquer with their armies than to make their armies 
live at peace after conquest. There are two things which a demo¬ 
cratic people will always find very difficult—to begin a war, and 
to end it. 6 

Again, if war has some peculiar advantages, for democratic 
nations, on the other hand it exposes them to certain dangers 
which aristocracies have no cause to dread to an equal extent. 

I shall only point out two of these. Although war gratifies the 
army, it embarrasses and often exasperates that countless multi¬ 
tude of men whose minor passions every day require peace in 
order to be satisfied. Thus there is some risk of its causing, under 
another form, the disturbance it is intended to prevent. No pro¬ 
tracted war can fail to endanger the freedom of a democratic 
country. Not, indeed, that after every victory it is to be appre¬ 
hended that the victorious generals will possess themselves by 
force of the supreme power, after the manner of Sylla and 
Caesar: the danger is of another kind. War does not always give 
over democratic communities to military government, but it must 
invariably and immeasurably increase the powers of civil govern¬ 
ment; it must almost compulsorily concentrate the direction of 
all men and the management of all things in the hands of the 
administration. If it lead not to despotism by sudden violence, 
it prepares men for it more gently by their habits. All those who 
seek to destroy the liberties of a democratic nation ought to 
know that war is the surest and the shortest means to accomplish 
it. This is the first axiom of the science. 

One remedy, which appears to be obvious when the ambition 
of soldiers and officers becomes the subject of alarm, is to aug¬ 
ment the number of commissions to be distributed by increasing 
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the army. This affords temporary relief, but it plunges the coun¬ 
try into deeper difficulties at some future period. To increase 
the army may produce a lasting effect in an aristocratic com¬ 
munity, because military ambition is there confined to one class 
of men, and the ambition of each individual stops, as it were, 
at a certain limit; so that it may be possible to satisfy all who 
feel its influence. But nothing is gained by increasing the army 
among a democratic people, because the number of aspirants 
always rises in exactly the same ratio as the army itself. Those 
whose claims have been satisfied by the creation of new com¬ 
missions are instantly succeeded by a fresh multitude beyond all 
power of satisfaction; and even those who were but now satisfied 
soon begin to crave more advancement; for the same excitement 
prevails in the ranks of the army as in the civil classes of demo¬ 
cratic society, and what men want is not to reach a certain grade, 
but to have constant promotion. Though these wants may not 
be very vast, they are perpetually recurring. Thus a democratic 
nation, by augmenting its army, only allays for a time the ambi¬ 
tion of the military profession, which soon becomes even more 
formidable, because the number of those who feel it is increased. 
I am of opinion that a restless and turbulent spirit is an evil in¬ 
herent in the very constitution of democratic armies, and beyond 
hope of cure. The legislators of democracies must not expect to 
devise any military organization capable by its influence of calm¬ 
ing and restraining the military profession: their efforts would 
exhaust their powers before the object is attained. 

The remedy for the vices of the army is not to be found in 
the army itself, but in the country. Democratic nations are natu¬ 
rally afraid of disturbance and of despotism; the object is to 
turn these natural instincts into well-digested, deliberate, and 
lasting tastes. When men have at last learned to make a peaceful 
and profitable use of freedom, and have felt its blessing—when 
they have conceived a manly love of order, and have freely sub¬ 
mitted themselves to discipline—these same men, if they follow 
the profession of arms, bring into it, unconsciously and almost 
against their will, these same habits and manners. The general 
spirit of the nation being infused into the spirit peculiar to the 
army, tempers the opinions and desires engendered by military 
life, or represses them by the mighty force of public opinion. 
Teach but the citizens to be educated, orderly, firm, and free, 
the soldiers will be disciplined and obedient. Any law which, in 
repressing the turbulent spirit of the army, should tend to di¬ 
mmish the spirit of freedom in the nation, and to overshadow 
the notion of law and right, would defeat its object: it •would 
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do much more to favour, than to defeat, the establishment of 
military tyranny. 

and . in S f > , i I te t of aI1 P recaut ions, a large army amid a 
democratic people will always be a source of great danger; the 

most effectual means of diminishing that danger would be to 

reduce the army, but this is a remedy which all nations have it 
not in their power to use. 

It is a part of the essence of a democratic army to be very 
numerous in proportion to the people to which it belongs, as I 
shall hereafter show. On the other hand, men living in demo¬ 
cratic times seldom choose a military life. Democratic nations 
are therefore soon led to give up the system of voluntary re¬ 
cruiting for that of compulsory enlistment. The necessity of 
their social condition compels them to resort to the latter means 

an w/ t u may CaSiIy be foreseen that the y will all eventually adopt 
it. When military service is compulsory, the burden is indis¬ 
criminately and equally borne by the whole community. This is 
another necessary consequence of the social condition of these 
nations, and of their notions. The government may do almost 
whatever it pleases, provided it appeals to the whole community 
at once: it is the unequal distribution of the weight, not the 
weight itself, which commonly occasions resistance. But as mili¬ 
tary service is common to all the citizens, the evident consequence 
is that each of them remains but for a few years on active duty. 
Thus it is in the nature of things that the soldier in democracies 
only passes through the army, while among most aristocratic 
nations the military profession is one which the soldier adopts 
or which is imposed upon him, for life. 

This has important consequences. Among the soldiers of a 
democratic army, some acquire a taste for military life, but the 
majority being enlisted against their will, and ever ready to go 
back to their homes, do not consider themselves as seriously 
engaged in the military profession, and are always thinking of 
quitting it. Such men do not contract the wants, and only half 
partake in the passions, which that mode of life engenders. They 
adapt themselves to their military duties, but their minds are 
still attached to the interests and the duties which engaged them 
in civil life. They do not, therefore, imbibe the spirit of the army 
—or rather, they infuse the spirit of the community at large into 
the army, and retain it there. Among democratic nations the 
private soldiers remain most like civilians: upon them the habits 
of the nation have the firmest hold, and public opinion most 
influence. It is by the instrumentality of the private soldiers 
especially that it may be possible to infuse into a democratic 
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the army. This affords temporary relief, but it plunges the coun¬ 
try into deeper difficulties at some future period. To increase 
the army may produce a lasting effect in an aristocratic com¬ 
munity, because military ambition is there confined to one class 
of men, and the ambition of each individual stops, as it were, 
at a certain limit; so that it may be possible to satisfy all who 
feel its influence. But nothing is gained by increasing the army 
among a democratic people, because the number of aspirants 
always rises in exactly the same ratio as the army itself. Those 
whose claims have been satisfied by the creation of new com¬ 
missions are instantly succeeded by a fresh multitude beyond all 
power of satisfaction; and even those who were but now satisfied 
soon begin to crave more advancement; for the same excitement 
prevails in the ranks of the army as in the civil classes of demo¬ 
cratic society, and what men want is not to reach a certain grade, 
but to have constant promotion. Though these wants may not 
be very vast, they are perpetually recurring. Thus a democratic 
nation, by augmenting its army, only allays for a time the ambi¬ 
tion of the military profession, which soon becomes even more 
formidable, because the number of those who feel it is increased. 
I am of opinion that a restless and turbulent spirit is an evil in¬ 
herent in the very constitution of democratic armies, and beyond 
hope of cure. The legislators of democracies must not expect to 
devise any military organization capable by its influence of calm¬ 
ing and restraining the military profession: their efforts would 
exhaust their powers before the object is attained. 

The remedy for the vices of the army is not to be found in 
the army itself, but in the country. Democratic nations are natu¬ 
rally afraid of disturbance and of despotism; the object is to 
turn these natural instincts into well-digested, deliberate, and 
lasting tastes. When men have at last learned to make a peaceful 
and profitable use of freedom, and have felt its blessing—when 
they have conceived a manly love of order, and have freely sub¬ 
mitted themselves to discipline—these same men, if they follow 
the profession of arms, bring into it, unconsciously and almost 
against their will, these same habits and manners. The general 
spirit of the nation being infused into the spirit peculiar to the 
army, tempers the opinions and desires engendered by military 
life, or represses them by the mighty force of public opinion. 
Teach but the citizens to be educated, orderly, firm, and free, 
the soldiers will be disciplined and obedient. Any law which, in 
repressing the turbulent spirit of the army, should tend to di¬ 
minish the spirit of freedom in the nation, and to overshadow 
the notion of law and right, would defeat its object: it would 
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do much more to favour, than to defeat, the establishment of 
military tyranny. 

After all, and in spite of all precautions, a large army amid a 
democratic people will always be a source of great danger; the 
most effectual means of diminishing that danger would be to 
reduce the army, but this is a remedy which all nations have it 
not in their power to use. 

It is a part of the essence of a democratic army to be very 
numerous in proportion to the people to which it belongs, as I 
shall hereafter show. On the other hand, men living in demo¬ 
cratic times seldom choose a military life. Democratic nations 
are therefore soon led to give up the system of voluntary re¬ 
cruiting for that of compulsory enlistment. The necessity of 
their social condition compels them to resort to the latter means, 
and it may easily be foreseen that they will all eventually adopt 
it. When military service is compulsory, the burden is indis¬ 
criminately and equally borne by the whole community. This is 
another necessary consequence of the social condition of these 
nations, and of their notions. The government may do almost 
whatever it pleases, provided it appeals to the whole community 
at once: it is the unequal distribution of the weight, not the 
weight itself, which commonly occasions resistance. But as mili¬ 
tary service is common to all the citizens, the evident consequence 
is that each of them remains but for a few years on active duty. 
Thus it is in the nature of things that the soldier in democracies 
only passes through the army, while among most aristocratic 
nations the military profession is one which the soldier adopts, 
or which is imposed upon him, for life. 

This has important consequences. Among the soldiers of a 
democratic army, some acquire a taste for military life, but the 
majority being enlisted against their will, and ever ready to go 
back to their homes, do not consider themselves as seriously 
engaged in the military profession, and are always thinking of 
quitting it. Such men do not contract the wants, and only half 
partake in the passions, which that mode of life engenders. They 
adapt themselves to their military duties, but their minds are 
still attached to the interests and the duties which engaged them 
in civil life. They do not, therefore, imbibe the spirit of the army 
—or rather, they infuse the spirit of the community at large into 
the army, and retain it there. Among democratic nations the 
private soldiers remain most like civilians: upon them the habits 
of the nation have the firmest hold, and public opinion most 
influence. It is by the instrumentality of the private soldiers 
especially that it may be possible to infuse into a democratic 
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army the love of freedom and the respect of rights, if these prin¬ 
ciples have once been successfully inculcated on the people at 
large. The reverse happens among aristocratic nations, where 
the soldiery have eventually nothing in common with their 
fellow-citizens, and where they live among them as strangers, 
and often as enemies. In aristocratic armies the officers are the 
conservative element, because the officers alone have retained a 
strict connection with civil society, and never forego their pur¬ 
pose of resuming their place in it sooner or later: in democratic 
armies the private soldiers stand in this position, and from the 
same cause. .. . 


Any army is in danger of being conquered at the outset of a 
campaign, after a long peace; any army which has long been 
engaged in warfare has strong chances of victory: this truth is 
peculiarly applicable to democratic armies. In aristocracies the 
military profession, being a privileged career, is held in honour 
even in time of peace. Men of great talents, great attainments, 
and great ambition embrace it; the army is in all respects on a 
level with the nation, and frequently above it. We have seen, on 
the contrary, that among a democratic people the choicer minds 
of the nation are gradually drawn away from the military profes¬ 
sion, to seek by other paths distinction, power, and especially 
wealth. After a long peace—and in democratic ages the periods 
of peace are long—the army is always inferior to the country 
itself. In this state it is called into active service; and until war has 
altered it, there is danger for the country as well as for the army. 

I have shown that in democratic armies, and in time of peace, 
the rule of seniority is the supreme and inflexible law of advance¬ 
ment. This is not only a consequence, as I have before observed, 
of the constitution of these armies, but of the constitution of the 
people, and it will always occur. Again, as among these nations 
the officer derives his position in the country solely from his posi¬ 
tion in the army, and as he draws all the distinction and the 
competency he enjoys from the same source, he does not retire 
, profes f s '°"’ °i.‘ s not superannuated, till toward the 
C 0S ^ ° f lfe - The consec l uen ce of these two causes is, 

of M n e T C j at ‘ C P l 0 P le g0es t0 war after a Ion g interval 

of peace all the leading officers of the army are old men I speak 

not only of the generals but of the non-commissioned officers, 

s^eo bv^ten °It ° f i?™ been , statl0nar y. °r have only advanced 
step by step. It may be remarked with surprise, that in a demo- 

crahc army after a long peace all the soldiers are mere boys, and 

all the superior officers in declining years; so that the former are 

wanting in experience, the latter in vigour. This is a strong 
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element of defeat, for the first condition of successful general¬ 
ship is youth: I should not have ventured to say so if the greatest 
captain of modern times had not made the observation.. . . 

A long peace not only fills democratic armies with elderly 
officers, but it also gives to all the officers habits both of body 
and mind which render them unfit for actual service. The man 
who has long lived amid the calm and lukewarm atmosphere of 
democratic manners can at first ill adapt himself to the harder 
toils and sterner duties of warfare; and if he has not absolutely 
lost the taste for arms, at least he has assumed a mode of life 
which unfits him for conquest. 

Among aristocratic nations, the ease of civil life exercises less 
influence on the manners of the army, because among those na¬ 
tions the aristocracy commands the army: and an aristocracy, 
however plunged in luxurious pleasures, has always many other 
passions besides that of its own well-being, and to satisfy those 
passions more thoroughly its well-being will be readily sacrificed. 

I have shown that in democratic armies, in time of peace, pro¬ 
motion is extremely slow. The officers at first support this state 
of things with impatience, they grow excited, restless, exasper¬ 
ated, but in the end most of them make up their minds to it. 
Those who have the largest share of ambition and of resources 
quit the army; others, adapting their tastes and their desires to 
their scanty fortunes, ultimately look upon the military profes¬ 
sion in a civil point of view. The quality they value most in it is 
the competency and security which attend it: their whole notion 
of the future rests upon the certainty of this little provision, and 
all they require is peaceably to enjoy it. Thus not only does a 
long peace fill an army with old men, but it frequently imparts 
the views of old men to those who are still in the prime of life. 

I have also shown that among democratic nations in time of 
peace the military profession is held in little honour and indiffer¬ 
ently followed. This want of public favour is a heavy discourage¬ 
ment to the army; it weighs down the minds of the troops, and 
when war breaks out at last, they cannot immediately resume 
their spring and vigour. No similar cause of moral weakness 
occurs in aristocratic armies: there the officers are never lowered 
either in their own eyes or in those of their countrymen, because, 
independently of their military greatness, they are personally 
great. But even if the influence of peace operated on the two 
kinds of armies in the same manner, the results would still be 
different. When the officers of an aristocratic army have lost their 
warlike spirit and the desire of raising themselves by service, they 
still retain a certain respect for the honour of their class, and an 


58 


The Pervasive Influence of Democracy 


old habit of being foremost to set an example. But when the 
officers of a democratic army have no longer the love of war and 
the ambition of arms, nothing whatever remains to them. 

I am therefore of opinion that, when a democratic people 
engages in a war after a long peace, it incurs much more risk of 
defeat than any other nation; but it ought not easily to be cast 
down by its reverses, for the chances of success for such an army 
are increased by the duration of the war. When a war has at 
length, by its long continuance, roused the whole community 
from their peaceful occupations and ruined their minor under¬ 
takings, the same passions which made them attach so much 
importance to the maintenance of peace will be turned to arms. 
War, after it has destroyed all modes of speculation, becomes 
itself the great and sole speculation, to which all the ardent 
and ambitious desires which equality engenders are exclusively 
directed. Hence it is that the self-same democratic nations which 


are so reluctant to engage in hostilities sometimes perform 
prodigious achievements when once they have taken the field. 
As the war attracts more and more of public attention, and is 
seen to create high reputations and great fortunes in a short 
space of time, the choicest spirits of the nation enter the military 
profession: all the enterprising, proud, and martial minds, no 
longer of the aristocracy solely, but of the whole country, are 
drawn in this direction. As the number of competitors for mili¬ 
tary honours is immense, and war drives every man to his proper 
level, great generals are always sure to spring up. A long war 
produces upon a democratic army the same effects that a revolu¬ 
tion produces upon a people; it breaks through regulations, and 
allows extraordinary men to rise above the common level. Those 
officers whose bodies and minds have grown old in peace, are 
removed, or superannuated, or they die. In their stead a host of 
young men are pressing on, whose frames are already hardened, 
whose desires arc extended and inflamed by active service They 
are bent on advancement at all hazards, and perpetual advance¬ 
ment, they are followed by others with the same passions and 

size of' tl nd after tu 6 are ° therS yet unlimited by aught but the 
5° f th f a ™y- P r| nciple of equality opens the door of 

"tr H a m’ and dea u h P ro , vldes chances for ambition. Death 

ODenhm the ? ' ranks ’ makin S nancies, losing and 

opening the career of arms. 


There is, moreover, a secret connection between the military 

\tht Th and tHe , ch , aracter °f de mocracies, which war brings tl 
hght. The men of democracies are naturally passionately eagei 

o acquire -what they covet, and to enjoy it on easy conditions 
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They for the most part worship chance, and are much less afraid 
of death than of difficulty. This is the spirit which they bring to 
commerce and manufactures; and this same spirit, carried with 
them to the field of battle, induces them willingly to expose 
their lives in order to secure in a moment the rewards of victory. 
No kind of greatness is more pleasing to the imagination of a 
democratic people than military greatness—a greatness of vivid 
and sudden lustre, obtained without toil, by nothing but the risk 
of life. Thus, while the interests and the tastes of the members 
of a democratic community divert them from war, their habits of 
mind fit them for carrying on war well; they soon make good 
soldiers, when they are roused from their business and their 
enjoyments. If peace is peculiarly hurtful to democratic armies, 
war secures to them advantages which no other armies ever 
possess: and these advantages, however little felt at first, cannot 
tail in the end to give them the victory. An aristocratic nation, 
which in a contest with a democratic people does not succeed in 
ruining the latter at the outset of the war, always runs a great 
risk of being conquered by it. 

It is a very general opinion, especially in aristocratic countries, 
that the great social equality which prevails in democracies ulti¬ 
mately renders the private soldier independent of the officer, and 
thus destroys the bond of discipline. This is a mistake, for there 
are two kinds of discipline, which it is important not to con¬ 
found. When the officer is noble and the soldier is a serf—one 
rich, the other poor—the former educated and strong, the latter 
ignorant and weak—the strictest bond of obedience may easily 
be established between the two men. The soldier is broken in 
to military discipline, as it were, before he enters the army; or 
rather, military discipline is nothing but an enhancement of 
social servitude. In aristocratic armies the soldier will soon 
become insensible to everything but the orders of his superior 
officers; he acts without reflection, triumphs without enthusiasm, 
and dies without complaint: in this state he is no longer a man, 
but he is still a most formidable animal trained for war. 

A democratic people must despair of ever obtaining from 
soldiers that blina, minute, submissive, and invariable obedience 
which an aristocratic people may impose on them without diffi¬ 
culty. The state of society does not prepare them for it, and the 
nation might be in danger of losing its natural advantages if it 
sought artificially to acquire advantages of this particular kind. 
Among democratic communities, military discipline ought not 
to attempt to annihilate the free spring of the faculties; all that 
can be done by discipline is to direct it; the obedience thus incul- 
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cated is less exact, but it is more eager and more intelligent. It has 
its root in the will of him who obeys: it rests not only on his 
instinct, but on his reason; and consequently it will often spon¬ 
taneously become more strict as danger requires it. The discipline 
of an aristocratic army is apt to be relaxed in war, because that 
discipline is founded upon habits, and war disturbs those habits. 
The discipline of a democratic army, on the contrary, is strength¬ 
ened in sight of the enemy, because every soldier then clearly 
perceives that he must be silent and obedient in order to conquer. 

The nations which have performed the greatest warlike 
achievements knew no other discipline than that which I speak 
of. Among the ancients none were admitted into the armies but 
freemen and citizens, who differed but little from one another, 
and were accustomed to treat each other as equals. In this respect 
it may be said that the armies of antiquity were democratic, 
although they came out of the bosom of aristocracy; the conse¬ 
quence was that in those armies a sort of fraternal familiarity 
prevailed between the officers and the men. Plutarch’s lives of 
great commanders furnish convincing instances of the fact: the 
soldiers were in the constant habit of freely addressing their 
general, and the general listened to and answered whatever the 
soldiers had to say: they were kept in order by language and by 
example, far more than by constraint or punishment; the general 
was as much their companion as their chief. I know not whether 
the soldiers of Greece and Rome ever carried the minutiae of mili¬ 
tary discipline to the same degree of perfection as the Russians 
have done; but this did not prevent Alexander from conquering 
Asia—and Rome, the world. 


When the principle of equality is in growth, not only among 
a single nation, but among several neighbouring nations at the 
same time, as is now the case in Europe, the inhabitants of these 
different countries, notwithstanding the dissimilarity of lan¬ 
guage, of customs, and of laws, nevertheless resemble each other 
in their equal dread of war and their common love of peace. It 
is in vain that ambition or anger puts arms in the hands of 
princes; they are appeased in spite of themselves by a species 
of general apathy, and goodwill, which makes the sword drop 
from their grasp, and wars become more rare. As the spread of 
equality taking place in several countries at once, simultaneously 
impels their various inhabitants to follow manufactures and 
commerce, not only do their tastes grow alike, but their interests 
are so mixed and entangled with one another that no nation can 
inflict evils on other nations without those evils falling back 
upon itself; and all nations ultimately regard war as a calamity, 
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almost as severe to the conqueror as to the conquered. Thus, on 
the one hand, it is extremely difficult in democratic ages to draw 
nations into hostilities; but, on the other hand, it is almost impos¬ 
sible that any two of them should go to war without embroiling 
the rest. The interests of all are so interlaced, their opinions and 
their wants so much alike, that none can remain quiet when the 
others stir. Wars, therefore, become more rare, but when they 
break out they spread over a larger field. Neighbouring demo¬ 
cratic nations not only become alike in some respects, but they 
eventually grow to resemble each other in almost all. This 
similitude of nations has consequences of great importance in 
relation to war. . . . 

A great aristocratic people cannot either conquer its neigh¬ 
bours, or be conquered by them, without great difficulty. It can¬ 
not conauer them, because all its forces can never be collected 
and held together for a considerable period: it cannot be con¬ 
quered, because an enemy meets at every step small centres of 
resistance by which invasion is arrested. War against an aristoc¬ 
racy may be compared to war in a mountainous country; the 
defeated party has constant opportunities of rallying its forces to 
make a stand in a new position. Exactly the reverse occurs among 
democratic nations: they easily bring their whole disposable 
force into the field, and when the nation is wealthy and populous 
it soon becomes victorious; but if ever it is conquered, and its 
territory invaded, it has few resources at command; and if the 
enemy takes the capital, the nation is lost. This may very well be 
explained: as each member of the community is individually 
isolated and extremely powerless, no one of the whole body can 
either defend himself or present a rallying-point to others. 
Nothing is strong in a democratic country except the State; as the 
military strength of the State is destroyed by the destruction of the 
army, and its civil power paralysed by the capture of the chief city, 
all that remains is only a multitude without strength or govern¬ 
ment, unable to resist the organized power by which it is assailed. 

I am aware that this danger may be lessened by the creation of 
provincial liberties, and consequently of provincial powers, but 
this remedy will always be insufficient. For after such a catastro¬ 
phe not only is the population unable to carry on hostilities, but 
it may be apprehended that they will not be inclined to at¬ 
tempt it. 

In accordance with the law of nations adopted in civilized 
countries, the object of wars is not to seize the property of pri¬ 
vate individuals, but simply to get possession of political power. 
The destruction of private property is only occasionally resorted 
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to for the purpose of attaining the latter object. When an aristo¬ 
cratic country is invaded after the defeat of its army, the nobles, 
although they are at the same time the wealthiest members of 
the community, will continue to defend themselves individually 
rather than submit; for if the conqueror remained master of the 
country, he would deprive them of their political power, to 
which they cling even more closely than to their property. They 
therefore prefer fighting to subjection, which is to them the 
greatest or all misfortunes; and they readily carry the people 
along with them because the people has long been used to follow 
and obey them, and besides has but little to risk in the war. 
Among a nation in which equality of conditions prevails, each 
citizen, on the contrary, has but a slender share of political 
power, and often has no share at all; on the other hand, all are 
independent, and all have something to lose; so that they are 
much less afraid of being conquered, and much more afraid of 
war, than an aristocratic people. It will always be extremely 
difficult to decide a democratic population to take up arms, when 
hostilities have reached its own territory. Hence the necessity of 
giving to such a people the rights and the political character 
which may impart to every citizen some of those interests that 
cause the nobles to act for the public welfare in aristocratic 
countries. 

It should never be forgotten by the princes and other leaders 
of democratic nations that nothing but the passion and the habit 
of freedom can maintain an advantageous contest with the pas¬ 
sion and the habit of physical well-being. I can conceive nothing 
better prepared for subjection, in case of defeat, than a demo¬ 
cratic people without free institutions. . . . 

I shall add but a few words on civil wars, for fear of exhaust¬ 
ing the patience of the reader. Most of the remarks which I have 
made respecting foreign wars are applicable a fortiori to civil 
wars. Men living in democracies are not naturally prone to the 
military character; they sometimes assume it, when they have 
been dragged by compulsion to the field; but to rise in a body 
and voluntarily to expose themselves to the horrors of war, and 
especially of civil war, is a course which the men of democracies 
are not apt to adopt. None but the most adventurous members 
of the community consent to run into such risks; the bulk of the 
population remains motionless. But even if the population were 
inclined to act, considerable obstacles would stand in their way; 
for they can resort to no old and well-established influence which 
they are willing to obey—no well-known leaders to rally the 
discontented, as well as to discipline and to lead them—no 
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political powers subordinate to the supreme power of the nation, 
which afford an effectual support to the resistance directed 
against the government. In democratic countries the moral power 
of the majority is immense, and the physical resources which it 
has at its command are out of all proportion to the physical re¬ 
sources which may be combined against it. Therefore the party 
which occupies the seat of the majority, which speaks in its name 
and wields its power, triumphs instantaneously and irresistibly 
over all private resistance; it does not even give such opposition 
time to exist, but nips it in the bud. Those who in such nations 
seek to effect a revolution by force of arms have no other re¬ 
source than suddenly to seize upon the whole engine of govern¬ 
ment as it stands, which can better be done by a single blow 
than by a war; for as soon as there is a regular war, the party 
which represents the State is always certain to conquer. The only 
case in which a civil war could arise is, if the army should divide 
itself into two factions, the one raising the standard of rebellion, 
the other remaining true to its allegiance. An army constitutes 
a small community, very closely united together, endowed with 
great powers of vitality, and able to supply its own wants for 
some time. Such a,war might be bloody, but it could not be long; 
for either the rebellious army would gain over the government 
by the sole display of its resources, or by its first victory, and 
then the war would be over; or the struggle would take place, 
and then that portion of the army which should not be supported 
by the organized powers of the State would speedily either dis¬ 
band itself or be destroyed. It may, therefore, be admitted as a 
general truth, that in ages of equality civil wars will become 
much less frequent and less protracted. 

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1835 and 1840 and 
many subsequent editions. This selection is taken from the edition 
ed. by H. S. Commager, New York, 1947. Vol. 2, Chapters XXIII 
and XXXIII. 



Eccentricity and Originality in the 

American Character 

Harriet Martineau 


OF early English travelers in America, only Dickens and 
Mrs. Trollope created a greater sensation than Harriet Mar¬ 
tineau. This remarkable woman, who had been born in Nor¬ 
wich, England, at the beginning of the century, had early 
embarked upon a career of authorship and had made some¬ 
thing of a sensation by her Illustrations of Political Economy 
which translated the economic doctrines of Adam Smith 
and Ricardo into popular stories. This remarkable volume 
catapulted the obscure young lady into fame, and she has¬ 
tened to capitalize upon it. In 1834 she embarked on a two- 
year tour of the United States, the results of which appeared 
in her Society in America (1836) and A Retrospect of West¬ 
ern Travel (1838), from which this excerpt is taken. A de¬ 
vout Unitarian, author of many tracts on Unitarianism, and 
sister to the famous James Martineau, she was received 
with open arms by the Unitarians of New England, and 
from them as well as from her own experiences she derived 
a somewhat extreme view of the institution of slavery 
which she promptly transcribed into her volumes. Spon¬ 
sored by Judge Story, she had an opportunity to meet the 
great and the near great in America, and she gave her im¬ 
pressions of these, and of American society, in a lively style 
well larded with moralizing. “Nothing,” wrote Black- 
uood s Magazine sourly, can rectify a reformer’s vision, 
and no conviction of inadequacy prevent any of the class 
from lecturing all mankind.” Miss Martineau’s later writ¬ 
ings include novels, histories, studies of philosophy, educa¬ 
tion, and domestic economy. She died in 1876. 
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Every state of society has, happily, its originals; men and women 
who, in more or fewer respects, think, speak, and act, naturally 
and unconsciously, in a (different way from the generality of 
men. There are several causes from which this generality may 
arise, particularly in a young community less gregarious than 
those of the civilized countries of the world. 

The commonest of these causes in a society like that of the 
United States is, perhaps, the absence of influences to which 
almost all other persons are subject. The common pressure being 
absent in some one direction, the being grows out in that direc¬ 
tion, and the mind and character exhibit more or less deformity 
to the eyes of all but the individual most concerned. The back 
States afford a full harvest of originals of this class; while in 
England, where it is scarcely possible to live out of society, such 
are rarely to be found. 

Social and professional eccentricity comes next. When local 
and professional influences are inadequately balanced by general 
ones, a singularity of character is produced, which is not so 
agreeable as it is striking and amusing. Of this class of characters 
few examples are to be seen at home; but, instead of them, some¬ 
thing much worse, which is equally rare in America. In England 
we have confessors to tastes and pursuits, and martyrs to passions 
and vices, which arise out of a highly artificial state of society. 
In England we have a smaller proportion of grave, innocent, 
professional buffoons; but in America there are few or no fash¬ 
ionable ingrained profligates, few or no misers. 

In its possession of a third higher class, it is reasonable and 
delightful to hope that there is no superiority in the society of 
any one civilized country over that of any other. Of men and 
women who have intellectual power to modify the general influ¬ 
ences to which, like others, they are subject, every nation has 
its share. In every country there have been beings who have 
put forth more or less of the godlike power involved in their 
humanity, whereby they can stem the current of circumstance, 
deliberately form the purpose of their life, and prosecute it, 
happen what may. The number is not large anywhere, but the 
species is nowhere unknown. 

A yet smaller class of yet nobler originals remains; those who, 
with the independent power of the last mentioned, are stimu¬ 
lated by strong pressure of circumstance to put forth their whole 
force, and form and achieve purposes in which not only their 
own life, but the destiny of others, is included. Such, being the 
prophets and redeemers of their age and country, rise up when 
and where they are wanted. The deed being ripe for the doing, 
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the doer appears. The field being white for harvest, the reaper 
shows himself at the gate, whether the song of fellow-reapers 
cheers his heart, or lions are growling in his solitary path. 

Many English persons have made up their minds that there 
is very little originality in America, except in regions where such 
men as David Crocket grow up. In the wilds of Tennessee and 
Kentucky twenty years ago, and now in Arkansas and Missouri, 
where bear-hunting and the buffalo chase are still in full career, 
it is acknowledged that a man's natural bent may be seen to 
advantage, and his original force must be fully tested. But it is 
asked, with regard to America, whether there is not much less 
than the average amount of originality of character to be found 
in the places where men operate upon one another. It is certain 
that there is an intense curiosity in Americans about English 
oddities; and a prevailing belief among themselves that England 
is far richer in humorists than the United States. It is also true 
that the fickleness and impressibleness of the Americans (par¬ 
ticularly of the New Englanders) about systems of science, 
philosophy, and morals, exceed anything ever seen or heard of 
in the sober old country; but all this can prove only that the 
nation and its large divisions are not original in character, and 
not that individuals of that character are wanting. 

It should be remembered that one great use of a metropolis, 
if not the greatest, is to test everything for the benefit of the 
whole of the rest of the country. The country may, according to 
circumstances, be more or less ready to avail itself of the benefit; 
but the benefit exists and waits for acceptance. Now the Ameri¬ 
cans have no metropolis. Their cities are all provincial towns. 
It may be, in their circumstances, politically good that they 
should have the smallest possible amount of centralization; but 
the want of this centralization is injurious to their scientific and 
philosophical progress and dignity, and, therefore, to their 
national originality. A conjurer's trip through the English coun- 

^ S , IS V l ry ! ke th f P ro S ress of a lecturer or newly imported 
phi Iosopher through the American cities. The wonder" the excite- 
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The Americans appear to me an eminently imaginative people. 
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The unprejudiced traveler can hardly spend a week among them 
without being struck by this every day. At a distance it is seen 
clearly enough that they do not put their imaginative power to 
use in literature and the arts; and it does certainly appear per¬ 
verse enough to observers from the Old World that they should 
be imitative in fictions (whether of the pen, the pencil, stone, 
or marble), and imaginative in their science and philosophy, 
applying their sober good sense to details, but being sparing of it 
in regard to principles. This arbitrary direction of their imagina¬ 
tive powers, or, rather, its restriction to particular departments, 
is, I believe and trust, only temporary. As their numbers increase 
and their society becomes more delicately organized ; when, con¬ 
sequently, the pursuit of literature, philosophy, and art shall 
become as definitely the business of some men as politics and 
commerce now are of others, I cannot doubt that the restraints 
of imitation will be burst through, and that a plentitude of 
power will be shed into these departments as striking as that 
which has made the organization of American commerce (not¬ 
withstanding some defects) the admiration of the world, and 
vindicated the originality of American politics in theory and 
practice. . . . 

However this may be, it is certain that there are individuals 
existing everywhere, in the very heart of Boston itself, as 
original as Sam Weller and David Crockett, or any other self- 
complacent mortal who finds scope for his humors amid the 
kindly intricacies of London or the canebrakes of Tennessee. . . . 

There must be very many local and professional oddities in a 
country like America, where individuals fill a larger space in 
society, and are less pressed upon by influences, other than local 
and professional, than in Old World communities. A judge in 
the West is often a remarkable personage to European eyes. I 
know one who unites all the odd characteristics of the order so 
as to be worth a close study. Before I left home, a friend desired 
me to bring her something, she did not care what, that should 
be exclusively American, something which could not be procur¬ 
able anywhere else. When I saw this judge I longed to pack him 
up, and direct him, per next packet from New York, to my 
friend, for he was the first article I met with that could not by 
any possibility have been picked up anywhere out of the United 
States. He was about six feet high, lank as a flail, and seeming 
to be held together only by the long-tailed drab greatcoat into 
which he was put. He had a quid in his cheek whenever I saw 
him, and squirted tobacco-juice into the fireplace or elsewhere 
at intervals of about twenty seconds. His face was long and 
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solemn, his voice monotonous, and his manner dogmatical to a 
most amusing degree. He was a dogged republican, with an un¬ 
compromising hatred of the blacks, and with an indifferent sort 
of pity for all foreigners. This last feeling probably induced 
him to instruct me on various matters. He fixed his eyes on the 
fire, and talked on for my edification, but without taking express 
notice of the presence of any one, so that his lecture had the 
droll appearance of being a formal soliloquy. In the same speech 
he declared that no man was made by Goa to run wild through a 
forest who was not able to comprehend Christianity at sight; 
missions to the heathen being therefore sanctioned from heaven 
itself; and that men with a dark skin cannot, in three years, learn 
the name of a rope or the point of the compass, and that they are 
therefore meant to be slaves. It seemed to me that he was bound 
to suspend the operation of the law against all colored persons 
on the ground of their incapacity, their lack of understanding 
of the common affairs of life. But the ground of their punish¬ 
ment in this life seemed to be that they might be as wise as they 
pleased about the affairs of the next. He proceeded with his 
enunciations, however, without vouchsafing an explanation of 
these mysteries. It must be an awkward thing to be either a 
heathen or a Negro under his jurisdiction, if he acts upon his 
own doctrines. . . . 

Harriet Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, 3 vols. Vol. II. 
London, 1838. 


Religion and Morality 
Preside Over Their Councils 

Francis Grund 


few commentators on America had a more cosmopolitan 
experience than Francis Grund. Born in Bohemia in 1805, 
he studied in Vienna, taught at a military academy in Rio de 
Janeiro, practiced journalism in Philadelphia, served as con¬ 
sul at Antwerp and Le Havre and as diplomatic agent to the 
South German States, and in 1863, the last year of his life, 
returned to Philadelphia to edit the Age. His interests were 
almost as varied as his activities. Besides elementary texts 
on algebra, geometry, chemistry, and philosophy, he wrote 
a campaign life of William Henry Harrison, a study of 
Aristocracy in America, a handbook for immigrants, and 
the two volume work on The Americans in their Moral, 
Social, and Political Relations (1837) from which this 
chapter is taken. An eminently philosophical observer, 
Grund, like Tocqueville, was interested in the effect of the 
notion of equality on morals, religion, politics, and the 
position of women. 


The religious habits of the Americans form not only the basis of 
their private and public morals, but have become so thoroughly 
interwoven with their whole course of legislation that it would 
be impossible to change them without affecting the very essence 
of their government. Not only are the manners and habits of a 
people, at all times, stronger than the positive law, but the latter 
itself is never readily obeyed without becoming reduced to a 
custom. It is to the manners and habits of a nation we must look 
for the continuance of their government. In France, where the 
people have for ages been accustomed to an absolute and des¬ 
potic government, where every historical monument, every pal¬ 
ace, every work of art, nay, the very furniture of their rooms, 
speak monarchy, we perceive constant anomalies in society, from 
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the legislative halls down to the meanest public resort; simply 
because the people are accustomed to feel one way, and con¬ 
strained to reason and act in another. They possess yet the forms 
of religion, which have ceased to convey to them a meaning; 
they have yet the splendor of a throne, without any of the feel¬ 
ings of loyalty; they have all the titles and pretensions of their 
ancient nobles, with the most unbounded love of equality. Yet, 
with all their political excitability, and their theoretical attach¬ 
ment to republicanism, they are constantly lulled asleep by mon¬ 
archical principles without offering any other resistance than the 
sensation which the fact itself produces, when set off by the pen 
of an editor. An Englishman or an American would feel the 
encroachment on his liberty, because it would oblige him to 
change his habits, which he is less prepared to do, than to sur¬ 
render a positive right. American liberty is further advanced in 
the minds of the people than even in the laws themselves. It has 
become an active principle which lives with, and animates the 
nation, and of which their political constitution is but a facsimile. 

Whatever contributes to confirm a people in the habitual exer¬ 
cise of freedom is an additional guarantee of its continuance; 
and whatever has been instrumental in procuring that freedom, 
or is associated with it in their minds, must be preserved with 
religious care, lest liberty itself should suffer in their estimation. 
This is the case with the doctrines of Christianity in the United 
States. Religion has been the basis of the most important Ameri¬ 
can settlements; religion kept their little community together; 
religion assisted them in their revolutionary struggle; it was re¬ 
ligion to which they appealed in defending their rights, and it 
was religion, in fine, which taught them to prize their liberties. 
It is with the solemnities of religion that the Declaration of 
Independence is yet annually read to the people from the pulpit, 
or that Americans celebrate the anniversaries of the most im¬ 
portant events in their history. It is to religion they have recourse 
whenever they wish to impress the popular feeling with any¬ 
thing relative to their country; and it is religion which assists 
them in all their national undertakings. The Americans look 
upon religion as a promoter of civil and political liberty; and 
have, therefore, transferred to it a large portion of the affection 
which they cherish for the institutions of their country. In other 
countries, where r. ion has become the instrument of oppres¬ 
sion, it has been the policy of the liberal party to diminish its 

influence; but in America its promotion is essential to the con¬ 
stitution. 
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Religion presides over their councils, aids In the execution of 
the laws, and adds to the dignity of the judges. Whatever is 
calculated to diminish its influence and practice has a tendency 
to weaken the government, and is, consequently, opposed to the 
peace and welfare of the United States. It would have a direct 
tendency to lessen the respect for the law, to bring disorder into 
their public deliberations, and to retard the administration of 
justice. 

The deference which the Americans pay to morality is scarcely 
inferior to their regard for religion, and is, in part, based upon 
the latter. The least solecism in the moral conduct of a man is 
attributed to his want of religion, and is visited upon him as 
such. It is not the offense itself, but the outrage on society, which 
is punished. They see in a breach of morals a direct violation of 
religion; and in this, an attempt to subvert the political institu¬ 
tions of the country. These sentiments are all-powerful in check¬ 
ing the appearance of vice, even if they are not always sufficient 
to preclude its existence. 

With Argus-eyes does public opinion watch over the words 
and actions of individuals, and, whatever may be their private 
sins, enforces at least a tribute to morality in public. 

My meaning cannot be misunderstood. It is but the open vio¬ 
lation of the law, which comes before the forum of the judge; 
for our secret transgressions we shall have to account with our 
God. Public virtue must be guarded against the pernicious influ¬ 
ence of example; vice must be obliged to conceal itself, in order 
not to tincture society in general. In this consists the true force 
and wholesome influence of public opinion. It becomes a mighty 
police-agent of morality and religion, which not only discovers 
crimes, but partly prevents their commission. The whole people 
of the United States are empanelled as a permanent jury to pro¬ 
nounce their verdict of "guilty” or "not guilty on the conduct 
and actions of men, from the President down to the laborer; and 
there is no appeal from their decision. Public opinion may some¬ 
times be unjust for a long time, especially in reference to politi¬ 
cians, but it hardly ever remains so, and there is no injury which 
it inflicts, which it is not in its power to remedy. 

Another proof of the high premium at which morality is held 
in the United States consists in its influence on the elections of 
officers. In Europe, a man of genius is almost privileged. If he 
be a poet or an artist, allowances are made for the extravagance 
of his fancy, or the peculiarity of his appetites. If he be a states¬ 
man, his individual wanderings are forgotten for the general 
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good he bestows on the nation; if he be a soldier, the wounds he 
may inflict upon virtue and unguarded innocence are pardoned 
for the sake of those he may have received in defending his 
country; and even the clergy have their offenses excused, in con¬ 
sideration of the morals which they promote by their spiritual 
functions. No such compensation takes place in the United States. 
Private virtue overtops the highest qualifications of the mind, 
and is indispensable to the progress even of the most acknowl¬ 
edged talents. This, in many instances, clips the wings of genius, 
by substituting a decent mediocrity in the place of brilliant but 
vicious talents; but the nation at large is nevertheless a gainer 
in the practice. 

It must be remembered that the Americans are already in 
possession of most political advantages other nations are striving 
to obtain; and that their principal care, therefore, is rather to 
preserve what they have acquired than to enlarge their posses¬ 
sions; and for this purpose virtue and honest simplicity are in¬ 
finitely preferable to the ambitious designs of towering talents. 
If morality, which is now the common law’ of the country, were 
once to be dispensed with in favor of certain individuals—if the 
exactions which are now made of every member of the com¬ 
munity were to relax with regard to the peculiarly gifted, then 
the worst and most dangerous aristocracy would be introduced, 
which would not only shake the foundation of society, but even¬ 
tually subvert the government. Talent, in a republic, must be 
valued principally in proportion as it is calculated to promote 
public good; every additional regard for it enriches only the 
possessor; and the Americans are too prudent a people to en¬ 
rich and elevate individuals with the property and wealth of the 
nation. 

The moment a candidate is presented for office, not only his 
mental qualifications for the functions he is about to assume, but 
also his private character are made the subject of criticism. What¬ 
ever he may have done, said, or listened to, from the time he left 
school to the present moment is sure to be brought before the 
public. The most trifling incidents which are calculated to shed 
a light on his motives or habits or thinking are made the subject 
of the most uncompromising scrutiny; and facts and circum¬ 
stances, already buried in oblivion, are once more brought be¬ 
fore the judging eye of the people. This, undoubtedly, gives 
rise to a vast deal of personal abuse and scurrility, and may even 
disturb the domestic peace of families; but then the candidates 
for office are comparatively few, while the people, who are to be 
benefited or injured by their election, are many; they are all pre- 
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senting themselves of their own accord, and the people com¬ 
pelled to be their judges; they have friends to defend and extol 
their virtues, and they must therefore expect to have enemies, 
who will endeavor to tarnish their fair reputation. We may have 
pity on a repentant culprit—we may be roused to indignation by 
the condemnation of an innocent person; but we would not, on 
that account, abolish the trial by jury, or shut our courts of justice, 
which are instituted not only for the punishment but also for 
the prevention of crime. The process of an American election 
resembles that of a Roman canonization; the candidate must be 
fairly snatched from the clutches of the devil s advocate, before 
he can be admitted to the unrestrained enjoyment of paradise. If, 
in this manner, some are prevented from becoming saints, who 
have a just title to that dignity, it may also serve to prevent a 
heathen worship of idols, which would divert the people from 

the true faith. .... 

It is an erroneous maxim, to consider American institutions 

as they are calculated to affect individuals: they are made for the 
people, and intended to benefit the majority. The consideration 
of quality must necessarily, in many instances, yield to the re¬ 
flection on quantity; and a small benefit extended to large num¬ 
bers, be preferred to a signal advantage conferred on a favored 
few.’The American government, possessing little coercive power, 
cannot introduce sudden changes either for the better or worse, 
and is, therefore, less able to correct an abuse, if it is once intro¬ 
duced and sanctioned by the majority, than any other government 
in the world. It is consequently of the greatest importance that 
public morality should be preserved at any price, and that the 
people themselves should compose the tribunal before which 
the offenders are to be tried. It is their noblest privilege to be 
themselves the guardians of their moral and religious rights, 
without which their political immunities would soon become 
crippled and destroyed. In this manner they will not always 
secure the greatest talents, but generally the moral integrity of 
their leaders; they will not easily sacrifice peace to national glory, 
but promote the tranquil happiness of millions; their career wi 
not be one of brilliant triumph, but it will be less sullied with 
political crimes; they will not give birth to a Caesar or an Augus¬ 
tus, but be spared the mourning for Brutus. 

Morality, in America, is not only required of a statesman but 
is equally necessary in every occupation of life. The merchant 
who employs a clerk, the master-workman who employs a 
journeyman, the gentleman who hires a servant, will all make 
morality an indispensable condition of contract. In this they are 
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as much guided by their own choice, as by the opinions of their 
neighbors, and the community in general. An inferior workman 
of "steady habits” is almost always preferred to one possessed 
of the highest business qualifications, but with a doubtful moral 
character. Thus, a married man will be sooner trusted than one 
who is single; because "he has given hostage to fortune,” and 
possesses what Bacon calls "an impediment to mischief.” A man 
of sober habits will be sooner employed than one addicted to 
intemperance; and a clumsy, but moral servant will more readily 
obtain a situation, than one who is expert and vicious. Religion 
will, in all, be considered as a pledge of morality; and a lax 
observance of religious duties, as a bad index to their private 
virtues. In short, morality and religion are as indispensable to 
the laboring classes in the United States as powerful and well- 
formed limbs and a correct use of the understanding. They will 
often atone for a variety of other imperfections; but without 
them every other qualification becomes useless, and only serves 
to aggravate the despair of success. 

There is one particular sentiment pervading all classes of 
Americans, which, though something similar exists in England, 
is in no other country carried to the same extent, or productive 
of the same consequences. I mean the universal respect for 
women, and the protection offered them, to whatever order of 
society they may belong. Ladies are respected, or rather com¬ 
mand respect, everywhere, especially in England; but in no 
country are the penalties fixed by the law, or the received cus¬ 
toms of society, on a breach of decorum, so severe as in the 
United States. The commission of such an offense not only ex¬ 
cludes a man from society, but influences his business, his char¬ 
acter, his reputation, his prospects in life, and every reasonable 
chance of success. No rank or standing proves sufficient to pro¬ 
tect him against the denunciations of the public; no repentance 
can atone for an offense once known to the world. Of all the 
crimes against society, the Americans seem to be bent upon visit¬ 
ing this with the most unrelenting severity; of all that obtain 
forgiveness, this alone seems to form an exception. 

Neither is this protection, as I have said before, only offered 
to ladies, or to those whose education and family entitle them 
to particular consideration, as is the case in Europe; it extends 
to all classes without distinction, and is even more favorable to 

the lower orders than to those who are supposed to be above 
them. 

If a man of fortune and reputation were to ruin an innocent 
girl, or be guilty of a breach of promise, were it but to a waiting- 
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woman, it would no less affect his standing in society, and ex¬ 
pose him to the revenge of the public. Neither ladies nor gentle¬ 
men would plead his cause; and his only chance of escape from 
punishment would be to satisfy the injured party. 

Where a feeling of this kind is too general, and acts alike on 
every member of society, it cannot be the result of a mere polite 
etiquette, but must be based on a principle which is deeply rooted 
in the mind, and forms part of the national code of morals, its 
advantages in promoting early marriages, and preserving the 
sanctity of the marriage vow, are incalculable, and are the best 
comment on the rapid increase of population and the domestic 
happiness, which is enjoyed throughout the United States. . . . 

I consider the domestic virtue of the Americans as the prin¬ 
cipal source of all their other qualities. It acts as a promoter of 
industry, as a stimulus to enterprise, and as the most powerful 
restrainer of public vice. It reduces life to its simplest elements, 
and makes happiness less dependent on precarious circum¬ 
stances; it ensures the proper education of children, and acts, 
by the force of example, on the morals of the rising generation: 
in short, it does more for the preservation of peace and good 
order than all the laws enacted for that purpose; and is a better 
guarantee for the permanency of the American government than 
any written instrument, the constitution itself not excepted. 

No government could be established on the same principle 
as that of the United States, with a different code of morals. 
The American Constitution is remarkable for its simplicity; but 
it can only suffice a people habitually correct in their actions, and 
would be utterly inadequate to the wants of a different nation. 
Change the domestic habits of the Americans, their religious 
devotion, and their high respect for morality, and it will not be 
necessary to change a single letter of the Constitution in order 
to vary the whole form of their government. The circumstances 
being altered, the same causes would no longer produce the 
same effects; and it is more than probable that the disparity 
which would then exist between the laws and the habits of those 
whom they are destined to govern, would not only make a differ¬ 
ent government desirable, but absolutely necessary, to preserve 
the nation from ruin. 

The moral and domestic habits of the Americans must neces¬ 
sarily exercise an important influence on the acquisition and 
accumulation of property. A single man encounters often more 
difficulties in making his way through the world, than one whose 
early marriage has increased his stimulus to exertion. The man 
who has a family is double pledged to virtue, and has, in every 
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additional member, a monitor to industry and frugality. In a 
country like America, where so much depends on individual 
enterprise, the effect of it, when anyway ably directed, can never 
long remain doubtful; especially when it is seconded and ap¬ 
proved of by the community in general. Accordingly, there are 
but few single men largely engaged in commerce, or any other 
kind of enterprise, and less who, in the state, are capable of 
accumulating fortunes. The most enterprising merchants and 
shipowners, the first manufacturers, and the proprietors of the 
largest estates in the country are married men; and, what is still 
more remarkable, have acquired their property, not before, but 
after, their marriage. 

This example of prosperity, in the marriage-state, and the 
consequently greater facilities of credit of married men act as a 
premium on matrimony; and enable men to provide for their 
wives and children, who, without them, might have been unable 
to provide for themselves. But when the foundation of a fortune 
is once laid, its increase and accumulation follow as a matter of 
course, unless some unexpected calamity should blast the hope 
of success. The moment a man is known to have acquired a little 
property by his own industry, he receives credit for ingenuity 
and perseverance, and is trusted on account of these virtues. His 
means become, in this manner, much more enlarged than his 
estate: and it depends chiefly on the resources of his own mind, 
what advantages he will draw from his position. 

But if the acquisition and accumulation of property in the 
United States are made comparatively easy, and credit given to 
those who succeed in it, a proportionally larger discredit must 
attach itself to those who are unfortunate and poor; and this is 
really carried to a melancholy extent, although, from the un¬ 
exampled prosperity of the country, there are few to whom it 
will apply. A man in America is not despised for being poor in 
the outset three-fourths of all that are rich have begun in the 
same way—but every year which passes, without adding to his 
prosperity, is a reproach to his understanding or industry; and if 
he should become old without having acquired some property, 
or showing reasons which prevented his success, if he should 
not enjoy a reputation as a scholar or a professional man, then 
I am afraid he will be doubly punished; by his own helpless 
situation, and the want of sympathy in others. But in this case, 
it is not the want of property, which deprives him of the con¬ 
sideration of his fellow-beings: it is the want of talent, ingenuity, 
peseverance, or enterprise, which might have insured his suc¬ 
cess. Hence an American will seldom complain of losses, want 
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of business, or prosperity in general. The sympathy he might 
create in his friends would rather injure than benefit him; and 
would, at best, but destroy his credit with the rest. In the United 
States, if a man has made a bad bargain, he is sure to keep the 
secret to himself, lest his business talent should be doubted; if 
he has been unfortunate in a speculation, he will find a remedy 
in another, without lamenting the loss; and should he even be 
ruined, he will put on a good face, arrange himself with his 
creditors, and start anew, cautioned by his former experience. 

This habit, of depending chiefly on themselves, produces in 
the Americans a spirit of independence, scarcely to be found in 
any other nation. It stifles complaints of all sorts; makes them 
support heavy times and calamities with patience; and inspires 
them with hope and energy when oppressed with loss and mis¬ 
fortunes. During a residence of many years in the United States, 

I have had frequent intercourse with all classes of society, but 
do not remember having heard a single individual complain of 
misfortunes; and I have never known a native American to ask 
for charity. No country in the world has such a small number of 
persons supported at the public expense; and of that small num¬ 
ber one half are foreign paupers. An American, embarrassed in 
his pecuniary circumstances, can hardly be prevailed upon to ask 
or accept the assistance of his own relations; and will, in 
many instances, scorn to have recourse to his own parents. 
Even an unsuccessful politician will leave the field with¬ 
out a groan, not to appear overcome by his antagonist; and, 
whatever be his secret anguish, show a bright countenance to the 
public. Happiness and prosperity are so popular in the United 
States that no one dares to show himself an exception to the rule; 
and avoiding carefully the semblance of misfortune, they gen¬ 
erally succeed in reality, and become that which they have always 
been striving to appear. 

Francis Joseph Grund, The Americans in their Moral, Social, and 
Political Relations. 2 vols. in one. Boston, 1837. 



It Would Be Well If They Loved the Real Less 

and the Ideal More 


Charles Dickens 


perhaps the most famous of all visitors to America was 
Charles Dickens. He was just thirty when, in 1842, he made 
the first of two visits to this country, but he was already 
famous as the author of the Pickwick Papers, Nicholas 
Nickleby, and The Old Curiosity Shop, and he was re¬ 
ceived everywhere with open arms. Yet wearied with over¬ 
much attention, irritated by the minor discomforts of travel 
and hotel life, and outraged by what he thought the trans¬ 
parent hypocrisy of slavery in a nation that professed devo¬ 
tion to liberty, he conceived a poor opinion of American 
society and institutions. This opinion found expression first 
in the American Notes —of which this selection is the con¬ 
cluding chapter—and more memorably in Martin Chuzzle - 
wit. Most Americans felt that these books were not only 
gross caricatures on American society, but bad manners and 
bad taste, and Dickens himself came to regret them. Yet 
much that he had to say was true, and certainly his stric¬ 
tures on the press of that day were deserved. 


There are many passages in this book, where I have been at 

some pains to resist the temptation of troubling my readers 

with my own deductions and conclusions: preferring that they 

should judge for themselves, from such premises as I have laid 

before them. My only object in the outset, was, to carry them 

Vjlii me faithfully wheresoever I went: and that task I have dis¬ 
charged. 

But I may be pardoned, if on such a theme as the general 
character of the American people, and the general character of 
their social system, as presented to a stranger’s eyes, I desire to 
express my own opinions in a few words, before I bring these 
volumes to a close. ° 
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They are, by nature, frank, brave, cordial, hospitable, and 
affectionate. Cultivation and refinement seem but to enhance 
their warmth of heart and ardent enthusiasm; and it is the pos- 
session of these latter qualities in a most remarkable degree, 
which renders an educated American one of the most endearing 
and most generous of friends. I never was so won upon, as by 
this class; never yielded up my full confidence and esteem so 
readily and pleasurably, as to them; never can make again, in 

half-a-year, so many friends for whom I seem to entertain the 
regard of half a life. 

These qualities are natural, I implicitly believe, to the whole 

people. That they are, however, sadly sapped and blighted in 

their growth among the mass; and that there are influences at 

work which endanger them still more, and give but little present 

promise of their healthy restoration; is a truth that ought to be 
told. 

It is an essential part of every national character to pique itself 
mightily upon its faults, and to deduce tokens of its virtue or its 
wisdom from their very exaggeration. One great blemish in the 
popular mind of America, and the prolific parent of an innumer¬ 
able brood of evils, is Universal Distrust. Yet the American 
citizen plumes himself upon this spirit, even when he is suf¬ 
ficiently dispassionate to perceive the ruin it works; and will 
often adduce it, in spite of his own reason, as an instance of the 
great sagacity and acuteness of the people, and their superior 
shrewdness and independence. 

You carry,” says the stranger, "this jealousy and distrust into 
every transaction of public life. By repelling worthy men from 
your legislative assemblies, it has bred up a class of candidates 
for the suffrage, who, in their every act, disgrace your Institutions 
and your people’s choice. It has rendered you so fickle, and so 
given to change, that your inconstancy has passed into a proverb; 
for you no sooner set up an idol firmly, than you are sure to pull 
it down and dash it into fragments: and this, because directly 
you reward a benefactor, or a public servant, you distrust him, 
merely because he is rewarded; and immediately apply your¬ 
selves to find out, either that you have been too bountiful in your 
acknowledgments, or he remiss in his deserts. Any man who 
attains a high place among you, from the President downwards, 
may date his downfall from that moment; for any printed lie 
that any notorious villain pens, although it militate directly 
against the character and conduct of a life, appeals at once to 
your distrust, and is believed. You will strain at a gnat in the way 
of trustfulness and confidence, however fairly won and well 
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deserved; but you will swallow a whole caravan of camels, if 
they be laden with unworthy doubts and mean suspicions. Is 
this well, think you, or likely to elevate the character of the 
governors or the governed, among you?” 

The answer is invariably the same: "There’s freedom of 
opinion here, you know. Every man thinks for himself, and we 
are not to be easily overreached. That’s how our people come 
to be suspicious.” 

Another prominent feature is the love of "smart” dealing: 
which gilds over many a swindle and gross breach of trust; many 
a defalcation, public and private; and enables many a knave to 
hold his head up with the best, who well deserves a halter: 
though it has not been without its retributive operation, for this 
smartness has done more in a few years to impair the public 
credit, and to cripple the public resources, than dull honesty, 
however rash, could have effected in a century. The merits of 
a broken speculation, or a bankruptcy, or of a successful scoun¬ 
drel, are not gauged by its or his observance of the golden rule, 
"Do as you would be done by,” but are considered with refer¬ 
ence to their smartness. I recollect, on both occasions of our 
passing that ill-fated Cairo on the Mississippi, remarking on the 
bad effects such gross deceits must have when they exploded, in 
generating a want of confidence abroad, and discouraging for¬ 
eign investment: but I was given to understand that this was a 
very smart scheme by which a deal of money had been made: 
and that its smartest feature was, that they forgot these things 
abroad, in a very short time, and speculated again, as freely as 
ever. The following dialogue I have held a hundred times: "Is 
it not a very disgraceful circumstance that such a man as So 
and So should be acquiring a large property by the most infamous 
and odious means, and notwithstanding all the crimes of which 
he has been guilty, should be tolerated and abetted by your 
Citizens? He is a public nuisance, is he not?” "Yes, sir.” "A 
convicted liar?” "Yes, sir.” "He has been kicked, and cuffed, 
and caned?” "Yes, sir.” "And he is utterly dishonourable, 
debased, and profligate?” "Yes, sir.” "In the name of wonder, 
then, what is his merit?” "Well, sir, he is a smart man.” 

In like manner, all kinds of deficient and impolitic usages 
are referred to the national love of trade; though, oddly enough, 
it would be a weighty charge against a foreigner that he regarded 
the Americans as a trading people. The love of trade is assigned 
as a reason for that comfortless custom, so very prevalent in 
country towns, of married persons living in hotels, having no 
fireside of their own, and seldom meeting from early morning 
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until late at night, but at the hasty public meals. The love of 
trade is a reason why the literature of America is to remain for 
ever unprotected: "For we are a trading people, and don't care 
or poetry: though we do, by the way, profess to be very proud 
of our poets: while healthful amusements, cheerful means of 
recreation, and wholesome fancies, must fade before the stern 
utilitarian joys of trade. 

These three characteristics are strongly presented at every 
turn, full in the stranger's view. But, the foul growth of America 
has a more tangled root than this; and it strikes its fibres, deep 
in its licentious Press. r 

Schools may be erected, East, West, North, and South; pupils 
be taught, and masters reared, by scores upon scores of thou¬ 
sands ; colleges may thrive, churches may be crammed, temper¬ 
ance may be diffused, and advancing knowledge in all other 
forms walk through the land with giant strides: but while the 
newspaper press of America is in, or near, its present abject 
state, high moral improvement in that country is hopeless. Year 
by year, it must and will go back; year by year, the tone of 
public feeling must sink lower down; year by year, the Congress 
and the Senate must become of less account before all decent 
men; and year by year, the memory of the Great Fathers of the 
Revolution must be outraged more and more, in the bad life of 
their degenerate child. 

Among the herd of journals which are published in the States, 
there are some, the reader scarcely need be told, of character and 
credit. From personal intercourse with accomplished gentlemen 
connected with publications of this class, I have derived both 
pleasure and profit. But the name of these is Few, and of the 
others Legion; and the influence of the good is powerless to 
counteract the mortal poison of the bad. 

Among the gentry of America; among the well-informed and 
moderate: in the learned professions; at the bar and on the 
bench: there is, as there can be, but one opinion, in reference 
to the vicious character of these infamous journals. It is some¬ 
times contended—I will not say strangely, for it is natural to 
seek excuses for such a disgrace—that their influence is not so 
great as a visitor would suppose. I must be pardoned for saying 
that there is no warrant for this plea, and that every fact and 
circumstance tends directly to the opposite conclusion. 

When any man, of any grade of desert in intellect or character, 
can climb to any public distinction, no matter what, in America, 
without first grovelling down upon the earth, and bending the 
knee before this monster of depravity; when any private excel- 
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lence is safe from its attacks; when any social confidence is left 
unbroken by it, or any tie of social decency and honour is held in 
the least regard; when any man in that Free Country has freedom 
of opinion, and presumes to think for himself, and speak for him¬ 
self, without humble references to a censorship which, for its ram¬ 
pant ignorance and base dishonesty, he utterly loathes and despises 
in his neart; when those who most acutely feel it, infamy and the 
reproach it casts upon the nation, and who most denounce it to 
each other, dare to set their heels upon, and crush it openly, in 
the sight of all men: then, I will believe that its influence is 
lessening, and men are returning to their manly senses. But 
while that Press has its evil eye in every house, and its black 
hand in every appointment in the state, from a president to a 
postman; while, with ribald slander for its only stock in trade, 
it is the standard literature of an enormous class, who must find 
their reading in a newspaper, or they will not read at all; so 
long must its odium be upon the country’s head, and so long 
must the evil it works be plainly visible in the Republic. 

lo those who are accustomed to the leading English journals, 
or to the respectable journals of the Continent of Europe; to 
those who are accustomed to anything else in print and paper; 
it would be impossible, without an amount of extract for which 
I have neither space nor inclination, to convey an adequate idea 
of this frightful engine in America. But if any man desire con¬ 
firmation of my statement on this head, let him repair to any 
place in this city of London, where scattered numbers of these 
publications are to be found; and there, let him form his own 
opinion. 

It would be well, there can be no doubt, for the American 
people as a whole, if they loved the Real less, and the Ideal 
somewhat more. It would be well, if there were greater encour¬ 
agement to lightness of heart and gaiety, and a wider cultivation 
of what is beautiful, without being eminently and directly useful. 
But here, I think the general remonstrance, "we are a new coun¬ 
try,” which is so often advanced as an excuse for defects which 
are quite unjustifiable, as being of right only the slow growth 
of an old one, may be very reasonably urged: and I yet hope to 
iear j there being some other national amusement in the 
United States, besides newspaper politics. 

They certainly are not a humorous people, and their tempera¬ 
ment always impressed me as being of a dull and gloomy char¬ 
acter. In shrewdness of remark, and a certain cast-iron quaint¬ 
ness, the Yankees, or people of New England, unquestionably 
take the lead; as they do in most other evidences of intelligence 
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But in travelling about, out of the large cities—as I have 
remarked in former parts of these volumes—I was quite 
oppressed by the prevailing seriousness and melancholy air of 
business: which was so general and unvarying, that at every 
new town I came to I seemed to meet the very same people 
whom I had left behind me, at the last. Such defects as are 
perceptible in the national manners, seem, to me, to be referable, 
in a great degree, to this cause: which has generated a dull, 
sullen persistence in coarse usages, and rejected the graces of 
life as undeserving of attention. There is no doubt that Wash¬ 
ington, who was always most scrupulous and exact on points of 
ceremony, perceived the tendency towards this mistake, even in 
his time, and did his utmost to correct it. 

I cannot hold with other writers on these subjects that the 
prevalence of various forms of dissent in America, is in any way 
attributable to the non-existence there of an established church: 
indeed, I think the temper of the people, if it admitted to such 
an Institution being founded amongst them, would lead them to 
desert it, as a matter of course, merely because it was established. 
But, supposing it to exist, I doubt its probable efficacy in sum¬ 
moning the wandering sheep to one great fold, simply because of 
the immense amount of dissent which prevails at home; and 
because I do not find in America any one form of religion with 
which we in Europe, or even in England, are unacquainted. Dis¬ 
senters resort thither in great numbers, as other people do, simply 
because it is a land of resort; and great settlements of them are 
founded, because ground can be purchased, and towns and 
villages reared, where there were none of the human creation 
before. But even the Shakers emigrated from England; our coun¬ 
try is not unknown to Mr. Joseph Smith, the apostle of Mormon- 
ism, or to his benighted disciples; I have beheld religious scenes 
myself in some of our populous towns which can hardly be 
surpassed by an American camp-meeting; and I am not aware 
that any instance of superstitious imposture on the one hand, 
and superstitious credulity on the other, has had its origin in the 
United States, which we cannot more than parallel. . . . 

The Republican Institutions of America undoubtedly lead the 
people to assert their self-respect and their equality; but a 
traveller is bound to bear those Institutions in his mind, and not 
hastily to resent the near approach of a class of strangers, who, 
at home, would keep aloof. This characteristic, when it was 
tinctured with no foolish pride, and stopped short of no honest 
service, never offended me; and I very seldom, if ever, experi¬ 
enced its rude or unbecoming display. Once or twice it was 
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comically developed, as in the following case; but this was an 
amusing incident, and not the rule or near it. 

I wanted a pair of boots at a certain town, for I had none to 
travel in, but those with the memorable cork soles, which were 
much too hot for the fiery decks of a steam-boat. I therefore sent 
a message to an artist in boots, importing, with my compliments, 
that 1 should be happy to see him, if he would do me the polite 
favour to call. He very kindly returned tor answer, that he would 
‘'look round” at six o’clock that evening. 

1 was lying on the sofa, with a book and a wine-glass, at about 
that time, when the door opened, and a gentleman in a stiff 
cravat, within a year or two on either side of thirty, entered, in 
his hat and gloves; walked up to the looking-glass; arranged his 
hair; took olf his gloves; slowly produced a measure from the 
uttermost depths of his coat pocket; and requested me, in a 
languid tone, to "unfix” my straps. I complied, but looked with 
some curiosity at his hat, which was still upon his head. It 
might have been that, or it might have been the heat—but he 
took it off. Then, he sat himself down on a chair opposite to me; 
rested an arm on each knee; and, leaning forward very much, 
took from the ground, by a great effort, the specimen of metro¬ 
politan workmanship which I had just pulled off: whistling, 
pleasantly, as he did so. He turned it over and over, surveyed it 
with a contempt no language can express; and inquired if I 
wished him to fix me a boot like that? I courteously replied, that 
provided the boots were large enough, I would leave the rest 
to him; that, if convenient and practicable, I should not object 
to their bearing some resemblance to the model then before 
him; but that I would be entirely guided by, and would beg to 
leave the whole subject to, his judgment and discretion. "You 
an’t partickler, about this scoop in the heel I suppose then?” 
says he: "We don’t foller that, here.” I repeated my last observa¬ 
tion. He looked at himself in the glass again; -went closer to 
it to dash a grain or two of dust out of the corner of his eye; 
and settled his cravat. All this time, my leg and foot were in the 
air. "Nearly ready, sir?” I inquired. "Well, pretty nigh,” he 
said; "keep steady.” I kept as steady as I could, both in foot and 
face; and having by this time got the dust out, and found his 
pencil-case, he measured me, and made the necessary notes. 
When he had finished, he fell into his old attitude, and taking up 
the boot again, mused for some time. "And this,” he said, at 
last, "is an English boot, is it! This is a London boot, eh?” 

That, sir,” I replied, "is a London boot.” He mused over it 
again, after the manner of Hamlet with Yorick’s skull ; nodded 
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his head, as who should say, "I pity the Institutions that led to 
the production of this boot!”; rose; put up his pencil, notes, and 
paper—glancing at himself in the glass all the time—put on his 

wA ; u u 0n i h L IS gl0ves vef y sIowl y; finally walked out. 
When he had been gone about a minute, the door reopened, 

and his hat and his head reappeared. He looked round the room, 

and at the boot again, which was still lying on the floor; appeared 

thoughtful for a minute; and then said "Well, good afternoon." 

Oood afternoon, sir,” said I: and that was the end of the 
interview. 

There is but one other head on which I wish to offer a remark • 
and that has reference to the public health. In so vast a country' 
where there are thousands of millions of acres of land yet unset¬ 
tled and uncleared, and on every rood of which, vegetable decom¬ 
position is annually taking place; where there are so many great 
rivers, and such opposite varieties of climate; there cannot fail 
to be a great amount of sickness at certain seasons. But I may 
venture to say, after conversing with many members of the medi¬ 
cal profession in America, that I am not singular in the opinion 
that much of the disease which does prevail, might be avoided 
it a tew common precautions were observed. Greater means of 
personal cleanliness, are indispensable to this end; the custom 
ot hastily swallowing large quantities of animal food, three times 
a-day and rushing back to sedentary pursuits after each meal, 
must be changed; the gentler sex must go more wisely clad, and 
take more healthful exercise; and in the latter clause, the males 
must be included also. Above all, in public institutions, and 
throughout the whole of every town and city, the system of ven¬ 
tilation, and drainage, and removal of impurities requires to be 
thoroughly revised. n 

Charles Dickens, American Notes. Chap. XVIII. London, 1842 
and many subsequent editions. 
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Every American Is an Apostle of the 

Democratic Creed 

Alexander Mackay 


of European visitors to the United States before the Civil 
War, only Tocqueville was at once more perspicacious and 
more sympathetic than the Scotsman, Alexander Mackay. 
A journalist, Mackay early edited a newspaper in Toronto, 
and then joined the staff of the London Chronicle, for which 
he reported the Congressional debates on the Oregon ques¬ 
tion in 1846. His Western World, published in 1849, was 
designed to "comprehend the social life of America, the 
working of its political institutions, and the bearing of its 
policy upon its moral development.’’ His views were liberal 
and tolerant, and no other English observer before Bryce 
was more favorably disposed toward the United States 
than this Scotsman who resigned his position on the Chron - 
icle because of that paper’s attitude toward Canada and 
who warned Britain that the United States would eventu¬ 
ally usurp leadership among English-speaking nations. In 
1851 Mackay was sent to India to investigate labor condi¬ 
tions and the prospect for cotton in that country, and died 
at sea on the way home. 


Many Europeans quit the shores of the Republic with unfavor¬ 
able impressions of American character, in the broadest accepta¬ 
tion of the term. But in the majority of instances, those who do 
so enter the country with preconceived notions of it, and leave 
it ere they have learnt to discern objects through the right 
medium. The Americans as a people, for instance, are char¬ 
acterized by some as gloomy and reserved; whereas, if properly 
approached, they are frank, communicative, and not unfrequently 
even mercurial in their dispositions. Anyone who has mingled 
much in American society must have seen that gloom was far 
from being its predominant characteristic, at least in the case of 
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American women. If they have any fault in this respect as a 
class, it is not that of coldness and reserve, but of over-vivacious- 
ness, and a tendency to the frivolous and amusing. In parts of the 
country, where fanaticism in religion has for some time pre¬ 
vailed, a settled gloom may be discerned on the majority of 
countenances; but it does not so much indicate a morose spirit 
as a real or affected habit of looking serious. 

The Americans are almost universally known to be a sensitive 
people. They are more than this; they are over-sensitive. This is 
a weakness which some travelers delight to play upon. But if they 
understood its source aright, they would deal more tenderly with 

■S- •a natl0n ’ the X feel themselves to be in the position of an 
individual whose permanent place in society has not yet been 
ascertained. They have struggled in little more than half a cen¬ 
tury into the first rank amongst the powers of the earth; but, like 
all new members of a confined and very particular circle, they 
are not yet quite sure of the firmness of their footing. When 
they look to the future, they have no reason to doubt the 

pr 1 ° m u ,n t nCy °f, the P osition ’ social » political, and economical, 
which they will assume. But they are in haste to be all that they 
are yet destined to be; and although they do not exact from the 
stranger a positive recognition of all their pretensions, they are 
sensitive to a degree to any word or action on his part which pur¬ 
ports a denial of them. It must be confessed that this weakness 
has of late very much increased. A sore that is being constantly 
irritated will soon exhibit all the symptoms of violent inflam¬ 
mation. The feelings of the American people have been wan¬ 
tonly and unnecessarily wounded by successive travelers who 
have undertaken to depict them, nationally and individually, and 
who, to pander to a prevailing taste in this country, have gener¬ 
ally viewed them on the ludicrous side. It is a mistake to fancy 
that the Americans are impatient of criticism. They will submit 
to any amount of it that is fair, when they discover that it is 
tendered in an honest spirit. WTiat they most wince at is the 
application to them and their affairs of epithets tending to turn 
them into ridicule. You may be as severe as you please with them, 
even in their own country as well as out of it, without irritating 
them, provided it appears that your intention is not simply to 
raise a laugh at their expense. . .. 

The Americans are much more sensitive at home than they are 
abroad. Their country is but yet young; and when they hear 
parties abroad who have never seen it, expressing opinions in 
any degree derogatory to it, they console themselves with the 
reflection that the disparaging remark has its origin in an ignor- 
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ance of the country, which is judged of, not from w haf it really 
is, but simply as a State of but seventy years growth. Now in 
Europe it is but seldom that seventy years of national existence 
accomplishes much for a people. It is true that more has been 
done for mankind during the last seventy than perhaps during 
the previous 700; but the development of a nation in Europe is 
a slow process at the best, as compared with die course of things 
in this respect in America. The American, therefore feels th , 
if the European would suspend his judgment until he saw an 
heard for himself, it would be very different from what it is 
when begotten in prejudice and pronounced in ignorance, Inis 
takes the sting from such disparaging criticism abroad as he may 
chance to hear. But if it is offered at home, unless it is accom¬ 
panied with all the candor and honesty in which such criticism 
should alone be indulged in, he has no such reflection to take 
refuge in, and it wounds him to the quick. If, notwithstanding 
all the evidences which the country affords of unexampled pros¬ 
perity, universal contentment, social improvement and material 
progress, the foreigner still speaks of it, not in terms of severity, 
but in those of contempt—in terms, in short, which the Ameri¬ 
can feels and knows are not justifiable—he can only refer the 
criticism to a predetermination to turn everything into ridicule, 

and is consequently not unjustly offended.... 

If the Americans are more sensitive at home than they are 

abroad, they are more boastful abroad than they are at home. The 
one is a mere weakness, the other frequently an offense. Many in 
Europe judge of the American people from the specimens of 
them who travel. There are, of course, many Americans who 
travel, who, if they partake largely of the national vanity at¬ 
tributed to them all, have the tact and the courtesy to conceal 
it. Indeed, some of the best specimens of Americans are, for 
obvious reasons, those who have traveled much from home. But 
the great mass of American travelers enter foreign countries with 
as thick a coat of prejudice about them as Englishmen generally 
wear in visiting America. The consequence is that they com¬ 
mit the fault abroad, at which they are so irritated when com¬ 
mitted in regard to themselves by the foreigner in America. 
With the American abroad, however, this fault assumes the 
reverse phase of that taken by it when committed by the foreigner 
in America. ... 

It would be erroneous to suppose that the national vanity 
which so many Americans exhibit abroad is prominently mani¬ 
fested at home. At all events it is not obtruded upon the stranger. 
The evidences of the country’s greatness, both present and pros- 
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pective, are before him when in the country; and to recapitulate 
them to him under these circumstances would be but to tell a 
tale twice over. If he does not draw favorable conclusions from 
what he sees, it is hopeless to expect him to do so from any¬ 
thing that he could hear. The American may be ama 2 ed at his 
real, or annoyed at his wilful, blindness, but he generally leaves 
him to his own inferences. It is only abroad, and when in con¬ 
tact with those who have not had ocular demonstration of it, 
that he is prone to dwell in a vaunting spirit upon his country’s 
greatness. 

Some allowance, however, should be made for the American, 
even in his most boastful humor. If he has nothing in a national 
point of view to be vain of, he has certainly much of which he 
can and should feel proud. There is no other country on earth 
which in so short a time has accomplished so much. It has but 
just passed the usual term allotted as the period of life to man, 
and yet it takes rank as a first-rate power. But let it not be 
supposed that all this has been achieved in seventy years. The 
American republic has never had a national infancy, like that 
through which most European nations have passed. The colonies 
were, in a measure, old whilst they were yet new. They were as 
old as England herself in point of moral, and new only in point 
of material, civilization. They were not savages who laid the 
foundations of our colonial dominion in America, but emigrants 
from a highly civilized society, carrying with them all the moral 
results of centuries of social culture. . . . 

Intimately connected with the pride of country which gen¬ 
erally distinguishes the Americans is the feeling which they 
cherish toward their institutions. Indeed, when the national 
feeling of an American is alluded to, something very different 
is implied from that which is generally understood by the term. 
In Europe, and particularly in mountainous countries, the aspect 
of which is such as to impress itself vividly upon the imagination, 
the love of country resolves itself into a reverence for locality 
irrespective of all other considerations. Thus the love which a 
Swiss bears to this country is attached to the soil constituting 
Switzerland, without reference to the social or political institu¬ 
tions which may develop themselves in the cantons. And so with 
the Scottish mountaineer, whose national attachments center 
upon the rugged features of his native land. It is seldom that the 
national feeling exhibits itself to the same extent in the breast 
of one born and bred in a country surpassingly rich, perhaps, in 
all the productions which minister to the comforts of life, but 
destitute of those rough and stern features which so endear his 


ooura. m int?** _«ar- | 10 • 6 .1 I 1 ^ I '5 


90 Every American Is an Apostle of the Democratic Creed 

country to the hardy mountaineer. It is quite true that inspiriting 
historic association may frequently produce feelings of national 
attachment similar to those inspired by a grand and imposing 
development of external nature: it is thus that some of the most 
patriotic tribes on earth are the inhabitants, not of the rugged 
mountain defile, but of the rich and monotonous plain. But the 
American exhibits little or none of the local attachments which 
distinguish the European. His feelings are more centered upon 
his institutions than his mere country. He looks upon himself 
more in the light of a republican than in that of a native of a 
particular territory. His affections have more to do with the social 
and political system with which he is connected than with the 
soil which he inhabits. The national feelings which he and a 
European cherish being thus different in their origin and their 
object are also different in their results. The man whose attach¬ 
ments converge upon a particular spot of earth is miserable if 
removed from it, no matter how greatly his circumstances other¬ 
wise may have been improved by his removal; but give the 
American his institutions, and he cares but little where you place 
him. In some parts of the Union the local feeling may be com¬ 
paratively strong, such as in New England; but it is astonishing 
iow readily even there an American makes up his mind to try 
his fortunes elsewhere, particularly if he contemplates removal 
merely to another part of the Union, no matter how remote, or 
how different in climate and other circumstances from what he 
has been accustomed to, provided the flag of his country waves 
over it, and republican institutions accompany him in his 
wanderings. 

Strange as it may seem, this peculiarity, which makes an Amer¬ 
ican think less of his country than of the institutions which char¬ 
acterize it, contributes greatly to the pride which he takes in his 
country. He is proud of it, not so much for itself as because it is 
the scene in which an experiment is being tried which engages 
the anxious attention of the world. The American feels himself 
much more interested in the success of his scheme of govern¬ 
ment, if not more identified with it, than the European does in re¬ 
gard to his. The Englishman, for instance, does not feel himself 
particularly committed to the success of monarchy as a political 
scheme. He will support it so long as he is convinced that it 
conduces to the general welfare; and, judging it by this stand¬ 
ard, it is likely that he will yet support it for a long time to come. 
He feels his honor to be involved in the independence of his 
country, but does not consider himself to be under any obliga¬ 
tions to prove this or that political system an efficient one. The 
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political scheme under which he lives he took as part and parcel 
of his inheritance in a national point of view, and his object is 
to make the best of it. It is very different, however, with the 
American. He feels himself to be implicated, not only in the 
honor and independence of his country, but also in the success 
of democracy. He has asserted a great principle, and feels that, 
in attempting to prove it to be practicable, he has assumed an 
arduous responsibility. He feels himself, therefore, to be directly 
interested in the success of the political system under which he 
lives, and all the more so because he is conscious that, in looking 
to its working, mankind are divided into two great classes— 
those who are interested in its failure and those who yearn for 
its success. Every American is thus, in his own estimation, the 
apostle of a particular political creed, in the final triumph and 
extension of which he finds both himself and his country deeply 
involved. This gives him a peculiar interest in the political 
scheme which he represents; and invests his country with an 
additional degree of importance in his sight, as in that of many 
others, from being the scene of an experiment in the success of 
which not only Americans but mankind are interested. Much, 
therefore, of the self-importance which the American assumes, 
particularly abroad, is less traceable to his mere citizenship than 
to his conscious identification with the success of democracy. 
Its manifestation may not always be agreeable to others, but the 
source of his pride is a legitimate and a noble one. It involves 
not only his own position, but also the hopes and expectations 
of humanity. 

It is this feeling which renders the establishment of monarchy 
an impossibility in the United States. The American not only 
believes that his material interests are best subserved by a 
democratic form of government, but his pride is also mixed up 
with its maintenance and its permanency. It is a common thing 
for Europeans to speculate upon the disintegration of the Union, 
and the consequent establishment, in some part or parts of it, of 
the monarchical principle. These speculations are generally based 
upon precedents, but upon precedents which have in reality no 
application to America. The republics of old are pointed to as 
affording illustrations of the tendencies of republicanism. But 
the republics of old afford no criterion by which to judge of 
republicanism in America. The experiment which is being tried 
there is one sui generis. Not only are the political principles 
established different from those which have heretofore been 
practically recognized; but the people are also in a better state of 
preparation for the successful development of the experiment. 
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The American Republic, in the first place, differs essentially 
from all that have preceded it in the principles on which it is 
founded: it is not a republic in simply not being a monarchy: 
it is a Democratic Republic, in the broadest sense of the term. 
If it is not a monarchy, neither is it an oligarchy. It is the people 
in reality that rule; it is not a mere fraction of them that usurps 
authority. The success of the American experiment depended, as 
it still depends, upon the character of the people. As already 
shown, the stability of the republic is intimately identified with 
the enlightenment of the public mind—in other words, with the 
great cause of popular education; it is to the promotion of educa¬ 
tion that it will in future chiefly owe its success. But its main¬ 
tenance at first was mainly owing to the political antecedents of 
the people. It is quite true that they were converted in a day 
from being the subjects of a monarchy into the citizens of a 
republic. But let us not overlook the long probation which they 
underwent for the change. ... 

The political transition, therefore, which took place in 1776, 
so far from being a violent one, was but the natural consequence 
of the political education to which the American colonists had 
been subjected for a century and a half before. The moment they 
separated themselves from the imperial crown, they assumed the 
republican form of government, not from impulse or enthu¬ 
siasm, but from the very necessity of the case. They had been 
long taught the lesson of self-reliance and self-control; and if, 
so long as they were colonists, they remained monarchists, it was 
more from old associations and ties than from not being ripe for 
a republic. The establishment of the Republic in America in 
1776, then, was not a violent act, but a necessary one, after the 
disruption between the colonies and the mother country. This is 
what those forget who predict that the Republic will speedily 
relapse into monarchy. But it is in this that consists the essential 
difference between the American Republic, and the European 
republics of a modern date. Had the establishment of the Repub¬ 
lic in 1776 warred with the habits or done violence to the 
feelings of the people, its overthrow might have been speedily 
looked for. But so far was this from being the case, that no 
other form of government could have been instituted that would 
have outlived a lustrum. . . . 

Republicanism alone was suited to the character of the people 
and the exigencies of the country. Republicanism alone, there¬ 
fore, was possible. 

It is equally so at the present day. Consider the Americans now 
—and what is there in their character, feelings, or circumstances 
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to lead them back to monarchy? Everything connected with them 
tends the other way. Their associations are all republican—their 
principles and practice have ever been so—their interests have 
been subserved by republican institutions, and their pride is now 
involved in their maintenance and extension. The circumstances 
of the country, and the character and genius of the people, are as 
much now as in 1776 inimical to monarchy. On what, therefore, 
rests the supposition so often hazarded by parties in this coun¬ 
try, that violence will be done, and that ere Jong, to the Republic 
in America? Unless the people can be persuaded to do violence 
to their feelings, tastes, habits, and associations, and to adopt 
institutions incompatible with their position and circumstances, 
there is no fear of democracy in America. 

Many point to the accumulation of wealth as that which will 
work the change. It is quite true that some of the millionaires 
of America would have no objection to the establishment of a 
different order of things. But both in numbers and influence 
they are insignificant, as compared with the great mass even of 
the commercial and manufacturing communities, who are staunch 
democrats at heart. Much more are they so when we take the 
great agricultural body of America into account. Here, after all, 
is the stronghold of democracy on the continent. However it 
may be undermined in the town, its foundations are deeply 
and securely laid in the township. No one who has mingled 
much with the American farmers can entertain any serious doubts 
of the stability of democracy in America. Even were the entire 
commercial and manufacturing community otherwise disposed, 
they could make no impression against the strong, sturdy, demo¬ 
cratic phalanx engaged in the cultivation of the soil. But the 
great bulk of the commercial and manufacturing classes are, as 
already intimated, as devoted to the republican system as any of 
the farmers can be. During the whole of my intercourse with the 
Americans, I never met with more than two persons who 
expressed a desire for a change. One was an old lady who had 
got a fright at an election, and the other was a young lieutenant 
in the army, who lisped, through his moustache, his preference 
for a military despotism to a republican government. It was 
very evident that he understood neither the one nor the other. 

The following will serve to illustrate how deeply the repub¬ 
lican sentiment has infused itself into the minds of all classes in 
America. On my return to Liverpool I visited Eaton Hall, near 
Chester, in company with some Americans who had been my 
fellow-voyagers. After inspecting the interior, we strolled along 
the magnificent grounds which enclose that noble pile. One of 
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the company was a retired merchant of New York, who had 
amassed a large fortune, and occupied a fine mansion in the 
upper and fashionable part of Broadway. After waiting until 
he had seen all, I asked him what he thought of it. He replied 
that he would give me his opinion when we were in the streets 
of Chester. I understood his meaning, and asked him if he did 
not think that the same diversities of light and shade would soon 
be exhibited in his own country. He replied that it was possible, 
but that he would shed the last drop of his blood to prevent it, 
and impose it as a sacred obligation upon his children to do the 
same. This was not said in vulgar bravado, but in unaffected 
earnestness. But it may be said that this is but one example. True, 
it is but one example, but I can assure the reader that it illustrates 
a universal sentiment. 

It may be considered a little singular, but if the love of 
democracy admits of degrees in America, the ladies cherish it to 
the greatest extent. Could there be a better guarantee for its 
continuance? . .. 

Many of what some regard as the more inflated peculiarities 
of the American character may be attributed to the faith which 
Americans cherish in the destiny of their country. Whatever 
may be its future social and political influence, they have no 
doubt that, as regards territorial extension, it will yet embrace 
the continent. The issues which such a consummation involves 
are enough to make a people feel proud of their country. The 
realization of their hopes in this respect, they regard as a mere 
question of time. They feel that there is, in reality, no power 
on the continent that can ultimately resist them. . . . 

The Americans are charged by some as being guilty of incon¬ 
sistency in the fondness which they manifest for titles. But those 
who make this charge do so without reflection. The Americans 
are fond of titles, but that does not argue that they are incon¬ 
sistent republicans. The fondness for titles which they display 
is but a manifestation of the fondness for distinction natural to 
the human mind. And what sane man ever inculcated the idea 
that republicanism was inconsistent with the love of distinction? 
Constitute society as you may, there must be posts of honor, 
power, influence, dignity, and emolument, to strive for. These 
exist in republics as well as under any other form of government. 
Are they not to be striven for without compromising one’s politi¬ 
cal creed ? And if the office is obtained, why not be called by 
its name? The Presidency of the republic is an office—he who 
obtains it is called the President. Does a man cease to be a 
republican because he aspires to both? Is it not rather a laudable 
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ambition that prompts the aspiration ? Or should he who obtains 
the office drop the title? As it is with the title of President, so it 
is with ail other titles in America. A judgeship is a distinction. 
On him who obtains it, it confers the appellation of Judge. A 
governorship of a State is a distinction. He who is appointed to 
it is called the Governor. And so on through all the offices in the 
State, civil and military. There is this broad and essential differ¬ 
ence, however, between titles as coveted in America and titles 
as existing in Europe. There the title pertains to a distinction 
acquired by the individual himself, for himself, and has always 
• connected with it some office of trust or responsibility. Here we 
have similar titles, but we have others also which spring from the 
mere accident of birth, which are connected with no duties, and 
which do not necessarily indicate any merit on the part of those 
possessing them. The time was in England when Marquis, Earl, 
and Viscount indicated something more than mere arbitrary 
social rank. There are in America no titles analogous to these. 
There duties are inseparable from titles. So long as there are 
offices in the Republic to be filled, and so long as republicans may 
legitimately aspire to fill them, so long may they, without sacri¬ 
ficing their consistency, assume the titles of the offices to which 
they are appointed. 

The love of money is regarded by many as a striking trait in 
the American character. I fear that this is a weakness to which 
humanity must universally plead guilty. But it is quite true that 
it is an absorbing passion with the Americans. This cannot be 
denied, but it may be explained. America is a country in which 
fortunes have yet to be made. Wealth gives great distinction, and 
wealth is, more or less, within the grasp of all. Hence the uni¬ 
versal scramble. All cannot be made wealthy, but all have a 
chance of securing a prize. This stimulates to the race, and hence 
the eagerness of the competition. In this country, however, the 
lottery is long since over, and with few exceptions the great 
prizes are already drawn. To the great bulk of the people wealth 
is utterly unattainable. All they can hope for is competency, and 
numbers fall short even of that. Men soon flag in a hopeless 
pursuit. Hence it is that, in this country, the scramble is neither 
so fierce nor universal. 

The American people discover an extraordinary talent for 
invention. The Patent-office in Washington is a most creditable 
monument to their inventive powers. They are also quick in 
the adoption of an improvement, no matter from what source 
it proceeds. 

They are excessively fond of being well dressed. The artisans 
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amongst them are particularly so, not so much from personal 
vanity, as from the fact that they make dress a test of respecta¬ 
bility. Almost every man who is not an emigrant wears super¬ 
fine broad-cloth in America, if we except the hard-working 
farmer, who generally attires himself in homespun. You seldom 
meet w r ith a fustian jacket, except on an emigrant s back, in an 
American town. 

This leads me, in concluding this chapter, briefly to glance 
at the physical condition of society in America. If the social 
structure in the Republic has no florid Corinthian capital rising 
into the dear air above, neither has it a pedestal in the mire # 
beneath. If it is devoid of much of the ornamental, so is it also 
wanting in much of the painful and degrading. It may not be so 
picturesque as many of the social fabrics which have sprung from 
chivalry and feudalism, but it is nevertheless compact, elegant, 
symmetrical, and commodious. It is to English society, what a 
modern house is to an Elizabethan mansion—it is not built so 
much to attract the eye as to accommodate the inmates. 

The most important feature of American society, in connec¬ 
tion with its physical condition, is that competence is the lot of 
all. No matter to what this is attributable, whether to the extent 
and resources of the country, or to the nature of its institutions, 
or both, such is the case, and one has not to be long in America 
to discover it. It is extremely seldom that the willing hand in 
America is in want of employment, whilst the hard-working 
man has not only a competency on which to live, but, if frugal, 
may soon save up sufficient to procure for himself in the West 
a position of still greater comfort and independence. There are 
paupers in America, but, fortunately, they are very few. They 
are generally confined to the large towns; nor need they subsist 
upon charity, if they had the energy to go into the rural districts 
and seek employment. This, however, is not applicable to the 
majority of them, who are aged and infirm. It may be laid down 
as a general rule, without qualification, that none are deprived 
of competency in America except such as are negligent, idle, or 
grossly improvident. The general effect of this upon society has 
been already considered. Both in their social and political rela¬ 
tions, all classes are thus able to act an independent part—an 
important consideration in connection with the peculiar polity 
of America. 

This being the broad and wholesome basis on which society, 
so far as regards its physical condition, rests, the character of the 
superstructure may easily be inferred. Where all classes have a 
competency, no class demurs to the luxuries enjoyed by another. 
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There is but little jealousy of wealth in America, for reasons 
already explained. It is but in extremely rare instances that accu¬ 
mulations have as yet been made. Nor are they likely to be 
speedily multiplied, the whole spirit of legislation being against 
them. There is no legislation against accumulations of personal 
property, for the very good reason that it would be difficult to 
prevent its distribution. It is sure to circulate through the com¬ 
munity, so that all, by turns, can have the advantage of it. But 
the whole spirit of American legislation is decidedly averse to 
accumulations of landed property. Such the people conceive 
would be incompatible with the safety of their institutions. They 
have accordingly removed all restrictions upon its alienation, 
and land is now as marketable a commodity as the wheat that is 
raised upon it. 

It is seldom indeed that you find a native American, or the 
descendant of an emigrant, occupying a lower position than that 
of an artisan. Those who are mere laborers are almost exclusively 
emigrants, and in nineteen cases out of twenty, Irish emigrants. 
Such as emigrate from England, Scotland, or Germany, are soon 
absorbed into the rural population, and become, by-and-by, pro¬ 
prietors of land themselves. But the Irish congregate in masses 
in the large towns, as they do here, to do the drudgery of the 
community. It is thus that, if a canal is being dug, or a railway 
constructed, you meet with bands of laborers almost entirely 
composed of Irishmen. Their descendants, however, become 
ambitious and thrifty, and form the best citizens. 

Enough has here been said to show that America is the country 
for the industrious and hard-working man. 

Alexander Mackay, The Western World, or Travels In the United 
States in 1846 and 1847. Vol. III. Philadelphia, 1849. 



American Notions of Aristocracy 


Thomas Colley Grattan 


THOMAS Grattan’s Civilized America (1859) has long 
enjoyed a somewhat unmerited distinction among English 
interpretations of America. For ten years the British con¬ 
sul at Boston, Grattan knew the United States rather better 
than most of those who wrote books about it, but his knowl¬ 
edge was pretty much limited to the East and to the upper 
classes. Though he sneered at the pretensions of the Ameri¬ 
can "aristocracy,’’ he himself was something of a pre¬ 
tender, both in society and in literature. Born in Dublin, in 
1792, and trained to the law, Grattan preferred a career 
in society and letters. On his way to South America to 
participate in the wars of independence then raging, Grat¬ 
tan stopped off in France, married there, and settled down 
in Paris, where he met Thiers, Lamartine, and other literary 
figures like Washington Irving and Thomas Moore. He 
tried his hand at poetry, edited a literary review, published 
three volumes on the "Highways and Byways" of France, 
attached himself to the Prince of Orange, and wrote a his¬ 
tory of the Netherlands, and eventually landed the consul¬ 
ship at Boston, in 1839. During the next decade he gathered 
material for his Civilized America, then handed his job over 
to his son and returned to London, where for the next 
fifteen years he wrote articles on the United States for the 
British journals. Where visitors like Mackay were im¬ 
pressed with the genuine democracy of America, and where 
others like Dickens were affronted by the leveling charac¬ 
ter of American society, Grattan chose to notice the yearn¬ 
ing for aristocracy and class distinctions. 


Among the many words misunderstood or misapplied through¬ 
out the United States, there is not one more frequently used, 
or in its application more thoroughly abused, than the word 
aristocracy. It is one of those which are in common usage in 
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England, with a distinct and specific meaning, but which, when 
they enter into American discourse, seem totally devoid of the 
sense an Englishman gives them. I cannot here attempt to 
enumerate all those which are applied so differently in the two 
countries, expressing qualities in individuals or in things. But I 
may mention, as an example, another word of the same genus 
as that now in question: that is, "gentlemanly,” and it shares the 
same fate, of being, as I have elsew-here remarked, quite mis¬ 
understood on the American side of the Atlantic. This latter 
word is almost invariably employed there to designate the man¬ 
ners of hotel keepers, the persons serving at the bar of a public- 
house, the box-keeper at a theatre, conductors of railroad cars, 
or other individuals of that class, who have opportunities of 
being civil and accommodating to customers. The meaning 
which we attach to it, as implying well-bred or courtly demeanor, 
is quite unknown. Anyone possessing this engaging quality is 
distinguished in America by some other epithet, as "a fine man,” 
one of the upper crust, etc., while the newspapers teem with 
compliments to the gentlemanly” mixers and vendors of mint 
juleps, gin slings, or snake-root bitters. The profuse repetitions 
of the word in this way naturally make an Englishman smile, 
merely because they are to him indicative of vulgarity. 

To meet anything quite coming up to English notions of a 
finished gentleman is scarcely to be expected. The difficulty can 
be proved on a perfectly (popular) heraldic principle. Everyone 
knows that it takes three generations to make a gentleman. And 
as that implies three generations of liberal education and all 
the appliances of gentility, ergo, it is very rare, if to be found 
at all among Americans; for such a thing as grandfather, father, 
and son in one family preserving their fortune and station is 
almost unheard of. The fluctuations of property are sure to re¬ 
duce one generation out of three to a low level; and thus it is 
that we see so many persons of respectable manners just border- 
ing on good-breeding, and so few that are thoroughly well-bred. 

This subject of American gentlemen is one of so much diffi¬ 
culty I might say delicacy, in as far as the feelings of many are 
concerned—and it rises up in so many forms that I must revert 
to it in a desultory way, instead of having made it a topic to be 
treated under one distinct head, and standing, like any abstract 
question, by itself. 

Laws, institutions, and principles are independent facts, es¬ 
tablished and, comparatively speaking, of fixed tenure in the 
country. They are things to be referred to as precedents, apart 
from the everyday pursuits of the population. But manners are 
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mixed up with every movement of the social system. We are in 
unceasing contact with them, in every situation of life. The 
varieties surround us; we meet them at every turn, and see the 
in ever-shifting aspects. It is, therefore, that we may be deceived 
by impressions strictly just in themselves, but which some new 
position may throw into totally opposing combinations, as a 
shake of the kaleidoscope changes its commingled atoms into 
forms directly different, though the materials are always the 

^ Manners in the United States are of this nature There is no 
standard for them from the want of a permanent, class in society 
to be looked up to and imitated. As the whole of its ingredients 
are mixed and incongruous, almost each individual follows his 
natural bent; and we find in the same circles most striking con¬ 
trasts of style, "everyone” being, as might be said, "his own 
gentleman.” Persons are to be found in America of really good 
ton, even according to the European estimate, but they are in¬ 
frequently met with in the business or political world. You must 
look for them on the banks of the Hudson, the Delaware, or the 
Ohio, in villas with the appurtenances of refinement; in the 
remote valleys of New England; or on the plantations of the 
Southern States—and there surrounded by the repulsive associa- 
tions of slavery, which neutralize the graces to whose culture 
they administer. All the men of that superior stamp, to mix with 
whom it was occasionally my good fortune, were (with rare 
exceptions) out of the whirl of politics, and what is called in 
the phraseology of the cities ' high life.” They do not come into 
contact with the pushing inelegancy of the mass from which the 
leading party-men and the highest functionaries, whether state 
or federal, are chosen. Many of the secluded gentry of whom I 
speak have been partly educated in Europe, or have extended 
their adult experience there long enough to appreciate the tastes 
and habits of the Old World; and they do not hesitate to choose 
between the obscure enjoyments of their country homes and the 
ambitious vulgarity of public life. It was most gratifying to join 
those delightful circles. But it was not in them that I was to find 
materials for a book on the general characteristics of civilized 
America. It was among the motley crowd of the millions that I 
had to make my way, and among whom my temporary lot was 
cast. 

Admitting, then, that those millions have no available re¬ 
source in which to find models of refined behavior, it is no 
blame to them if the system under which they live and thrive 
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should be the foundation of a somewhat inelegant superstruc¬ 
ture. It is, on the contrary, in my opinion, well adapted to their 
whole scheme of polity; and it is much to be lamented that 
they are not satisfied to conform to it. I might accumulate proofs, 
extracted from the public papers, of the generally ignoble no¬ 
tions they form of "high” and "fashionable” life, as well as the 
meaning they attach to the word "gentlemanly”; but I will con¬ 
fine myself to a few. 

In the columns of a New York paper, I find the following 
obituary notice of a gentleman whom I had frequently met in 
that city and elsewhere, without being at all aware of his ante¬ 
cedents or pretensions:— 


Mr. Hone has long occupied a prominent position in our 
social, commercial, and political circles. He was of humble 
origin, being the son of a baker. In early life, he entered into 
the mercantile profession in Maiden Lane, and afterwards en¬ 
gaged in the auction and commission business in Pearl Street, 
always standing at the head of the auctioneers. In the fashion¬ 
able world Mr. Hone always held a high rank, being always 
considered a leader of the ton. Indeed, it has been said that if 
an order of nobility had existed in this country, Mr. Hone 
would have claimed the right of being numbered in their 
ranks. His bearing, though courteous toward his fellow- 
citizens, was aristocratic and self-confident; and when any 
of the foreign nobility visited our shores they received his 
hospitality, while he was personally but little known to the 
mechanics and other middle classes of American society. 


This fluent and clever auctioneer might possibly have had the 
patrician contempt for the class he sprang from which is here 
ascribed to him; and he was perhaps a Coriolanus in pride, 
though not in bearing; but the thing to remark in relation to 
him is that he is here held up as a model aristocrat and a ready¬ 
made nobleman. 

Flying to a higher altitude, that of the White House itself, 
and without reverting to its past distinguished occupants, the 
Baltimore Sun, of the month of August, 1858, gives the follow¬ 
ing anecdote of the present incumbent, Mr. James Buchanan. 
It has nothing to do with his political position. It is given merely 
as an illustration of manners among the highest politicians and 
statesmen of the United States, whose habits are, no doubt, 
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formed from those of early youth, the boy being, more particu¬ 
larly in such matters, the father of the man. The Presidents have 
not been uniformly models of good breeding or good taste. 
Readers may remember the mention of Sir Augustus Foster, of 
Mr. Jefferson having told him rather exultingly that he was in 
the habit of washing his feet every morning,’ implying that it 
was an unusual thing even with persons of his station. I myself 
can truly record that on being presented to another occupant of 
the White House, he, previously to shaking hands and giving 
me welcome, took a quid of tobacco from his mouth, and threw 
it behind one of the gilded and satin-covered sofas; and a good 
deal of notoriety was about the same time given to the fact of the 
same gentleman having, not merely "roomed” with, but actually 
slept with a member of the Federal Senate, who proved himself 
to have been a very "strange bedfellow” indeed. With these 
homely examples before him, Mr. Buchanan may be fairly cited 
as another, in the following free and easy sketch, which I give 
in its entirety:— 


Familiar as our people are generally with the unostentatious 
habits of the chief officers of our government, one cannot 
witness them, with the knowledge of the pomp and show 
of royalty to invite the contrast, without involuntarily indulg¬ 
ing it. On Saturday last President Buchanan arrived at the 
Relay House, or Washington Junction, as it is more properly 
called, en route for Washington city. There was a rumor 
abroad that he was to arrive, and the visitors had consequently 
grouped about the house when the train came along. We soon 
perceived the President coming from the cars to the platform, 
looking heartily, but thoroughly travel-soiled, smiling and 
cheerful. By his side, and evidently offering with gentlemanly 
deference the courtesy of attention, was a rather rough-look¬ 
ing individual, whom we took for a conductor or brakeman. 
The gentleman will excuse our blundering in such a matter; 
but, upon inquiry, we were informed he was Sir William Gore 
Ouseley. On passing into the bar-room the President threw 
off his coat and his white neckcloth, carelessly pitching them 
over a chair, opened his shirt-collar, and tucked up his sleeves 
for a wash, conveniences for this purpose being in the apart¬ 
ment. At the time, however, both basins were occupied by two 
young men, neither of whom seemed to be aware that the 
President was about. He waited patiently some time when 
some one spoke and invited him upstairs. He declined, how- 
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ever, quietly remarking that he would wait for his turn. And 
as soon as the basins were vacated he took his turn’ in a jolly 
good wash in the public bar-room. This done, he seemed 
rather perplexed about the arrangement of his neckcloth, and 
seemed likely to tie his nose and mouth up in it. Somebody 
just then offered assistance, and the President was briefly 
equipped. At about this time, a person who had come into 
the room sang out pretty near to him, "Look here, I thought 
the old Pres, was to be here to-day—” The speech was cut 
short by a nudge, while a momentary comical expression 
passed across the face of that same "old Pres." A cigar was 
handed to him by a friend; he took a good satisfying drink 
of—not "old rye," which he is said to affect, when prime— 
but ice-water, had barely fired up his cigar, when the bell 
rang, and "all aboard" summoned the chief magistrate of 
the United States to his seat in the cars, and away they went 
to Washington. We took our admiration of this scene of re¬ 
publican simplicitly quietly with us into the cars for Balti¬ 
more, and mused with some complacency over the sterling 
honor of being an American citizen. 

I record these matters to show that I have good reasons for 
saying that American ideas about gentleman-like manners and 
habits are different from ours. No one more despises instances 
of over-fastidious coxcombry. All who, like me, have seen a 
good deal of the rough work of life in various countries, have 
often been reduced to far greater straits than that which the 
President of the United States here voluntarily chose for him¬ 
self. In his case it was matter of taste, not necessity, and he had 
a perfect right to indulge it. But the striking moral of the story 
is contained in the concluding words of the foregoing article. 
Here we And the editor of an American newspaper of well- 
established credit, and to a certain degree (like all persons of his 
profession) a censor, or at least a critic of manners as well as 
morals, glorifying himself for "the sterling honor of being an 
American citizen,” not from pride in the greatness of his country 
or the virtue of its people; not from the contemplation of any 
deed of heroism, piety, or benevolence, on the part of a com¬ 
patriot; but simply because President Buchanan, in preference to 
decently performing his ablutions in a private room, chose to 
take "a jolly good wash" in a public bar, out of a basin recently 
used, and in all probability imperfectly rinsed. 

Can any American of any grade, who knows anything of Eng¬ 
lish habits, complain after this so recent instance, of my saying 
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that their general notions of gentlemanly bearing are different 
from ours ? I was glad to find on reading the anecdote that there 
was no intimation of Sir William Ouseley, our special Minister 
to Central America, having followed the President’s example 
(much as his appearance seemed to require it) in making use 
of the other utensil in a similar manner; though it might have 
increased his popularity, and given him some advantage in con¬ 
ducting his negotiations. . . . 

But, however we may smile at the way in which gentlemen, 
servants, lords, merchants, bankers, inn-keepers, and grocers are 
jumbled together in the American nomenclature, the misapplica¬ 
tion of the important word which furnishes the heading for this 
chapter must excite most unpleasant feelings in all who observe 
the source from which the fondness for it springs. . . . 

But the yearnings in the United States for the vague aristoc¬ 
racy thus dreamt of is not unnatural, nor inconsistent with re¬ 
publican ideas. Almost all the great writers of antiquity, express¬ 
ing no doubt the prevalent feeling of their times, were more 
inclined to aristocracy than democracy; and even Harrington, 
in (comparatively speaking) our own days, says, that "If any 
man founded a commonwealth, he was first a gentleman," 
which, he adds, that Oliver Cromwell was; showing, at any rate, 
his own fitness (or unfitness) for judging what constitutes a 
gentleman according to a high standard. 

No family, as far as I can learn, has yet taken root in the public 
heart of America. No descendants of the heroes or sages of the 
Revolution, of the various Presidents, or other leading men are 
now looked up to in honor of their name; nor are the sons or 
brothers of living nobilities considered as entitled, as a matter 
of course, to a preference for official station, or treated with any 
peculiar distinction. There is rather a prejudice against such 
nominations and such indications, and they are rarely heard of. 
A needy adventurer, in power himself, may now and then 
venture to give a post to one of his family, but his doing so 
rather tells against both the patron and the nominee. 

It must be, on the other hand, remarked, that the children 
of a disreputable parent do not suffer in the public estimation 
from that cause. It is no bar to a man’s preferment that his 
father was unworthy. This would seem to argue a generous for¬ 
bearance in the public mind; but I regret to say I cannot trace 
it to that cause. I am rather inclined to attribute it to an indiffer¬ 
ence to disrepute, parallel to the evident want of appreciation 
of virtue. The natural repugnance to dishonor, any more than 
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the instinctive veneration for respectability, which leads Euro- 
pean minds to give credit for the merits, as well as to visit the 
s ns of the fathers on the children, are no part of the good or 
he evi of American character. They seem to me essentially re¬ 
sults of the spirit of feudalism; and they must, therefore, be 
co-einstent with aristocratic tendencies. I am not, in stating these 
particulars, giving either blame or praise to the strong anti- 
anstocratic leaning which prevails, even in the minds of those 

ver 7 « la . d t0 consider themselves •'American aristo- 
ats. They are, in fact, altogether unaware that the pride of 
irth is the fundamental basis of an aristocracy; and if they hope 
to establish such an institution, at however remote an epoch 
they must begin by encouraging feelings of liberal respect for 
the inheritor of an honorable name, and proving them by accord¬ 
ing him more consideration than they show for the tradesmen 
whose wealth places them in the front ranks of their "first men ” 
Large landed possessions, with a train of dependent serfs or 
tenants, another absolute element of stability in the formation 
of an aristocracy, exist not at all in the northern or eastern por¬ 
tions of the United States; and are, in the west, coupled with 
certain drawbacks of inelegance in the possessors, that neutralize 
this effect. The rough work of forest-clearing, or prairie-plant¬ 
ing brings all those western men to a level, which their par¬ 
ticular number of acres does not at all affect. The coarse-clad 
settler who oversees his workmen differs little in the eyes of the 
alter from themselves. And the squatter who claims a patch of 
land considers himself as well worthy of regard as the purchaser 

of a district. Anstocratical institutions are altogether incompatible 

with such a state of feeling in the majority of the community, 
and the mere ambition of a few wealthy individuals, who wish 
to consider themselves better than their fellows, is the only ap- 

proach that can be found to the much envied gradation of rank 
which that minority longs for. . 

And where—north, east, west, or south—may we look for 
that proud peculiarity of aristocracy, the large encouragement 
g!ven to literature, art, and science? What individual in the 
whole Union fosters talent for its own sake, and is prodigal of 
his money in the purchase of its chefs-d'oeuvre? A wealthy 
banker or broker may order his portrait or his bust, but which 
of them subscribes for a great national picture, or sends a 
promising artist at their expense to Rome, or pays a liberal price 
for a group of statuary? If those persons exist, I know them not; 
and if individual exceptions to the general ignorance of art, and 
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niggard indifference to artists, are to be here and there found, 
most assuredly they would not, if united in any one American 
city, be enough to form a class. 

Wanting everything that really constitutes an aristocracy, how 
absurd is the application of the epithet to any portion of the 
citizens of America! Such an institution is essentially perma¬ 
nent, privileged, and powerful. No individual portion of the 
American institutions possesses per se permanency, privilege, 
or power. Their force and their stability exist only in union. Not 
one of the component parts of their constitution taken singly 
could stand alone for a day. An oligarchy might be claimed as 
their birthright by a clique, with just as much justice as an 
"aristocracy,” founded merely on purse-right, can be asserted to 
exist in any country on earth. Let the citizens of the United 
States mark it specially in their vocabulary, as being a term that 
cannot bear any possible application to themselves. And, for the 
happiness of the masses which are spreading so fast over the 
immense Republic, let it be hoped that the thing which the 
word really designates may never be transplanted thither from 
Europe, where it is indigenous and congenial. . . . 

The error most manifest at both sides of the Atlantic with 
respect to America is that of viewing its institutions in compari¬ 
son with those of England. None of the hasty travelers from the 
Old World seem capable of looking at the New in an aspect of 
separate existence. They seem to consider both as parts of the 
same system, political and social. This would be all very well if 
they bent their thoughts to the examination of mere character, 
for human nature everywhere presents certain characteristics in 
common. But although the same kind of human beings are to 
be found in the Old and New World, the systems which they 
have formed for themselves, and which in their turn tend to fix, 
if not actually to form, their characters, are totally different. Yet 
the American seems at times as much at fault as the European in 
this respect. If the latter sees in American civilization only its 
discrepancies compared with that which he left at the other side 
of the ocean, the former too often considers it as susceptible of 
the same regulations, while in fact it is utterly distinct, and as 
opposite as it is distinct. A totally different order of things is 
produced from two separate stocks having many resemblances, 
but not more than varieties of fruits or flowers of a different 
species, agreeing in certain generic elements with those on which 
they are artificially grafted. 

Europeans who would rightly judge the working of things in 
America should look at it as though they had never seen Europe, 
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npl« AmeriCanS , S . h0Uld mana « e their “untry as though Euro- 

fhe One h V a e nH C ° ^ ““ m° ‘°° k at iL ,nvidious comparisons on 
the one hand, and a servile emulation on the other, are the con¬ 
sequences of an impracticable standard being set up But erro¬ 
neous as this general method of judging undoubtedly is it is 

of thoupht° na w f ‘r the , man born and bred in European habits 

feebn s than ,n him who knows nothing of those 

to a L fr ° m / eadin i? r hearsay - a " d who ought to bf superior 

are ifn H 7 777 The S reat mass of the American people 
are n° doubt, free from the reproach I would convey to still a 

arge mmonty, and one unluckily formed of individuals filling 

the foremost ranks among the intellect and influence of the 

~ 7 rT ha i thC eadmg ClaSSes in social Position, as well as 

dteat n f f p derS m P ° libCaI 3re infec * d dee P J y with this 
mhterl v Eu , ro P ean tendencies is a truism established and ad- 
mitted. Very lamentable is it that it should be so; for, by setting 

hv ■ 7 1 tf f y can S ° P °° riy imitate > and measuring themselves 

most ,“i. dard L d,s P ro P° rt ‘ oned to their growth, they make the 
most awkward mistakes, and cut the most outre figure. This 

argues a great want of independence, and it proves the scarcity 

of original minds in the wealthier orders throughout the country 

Were a well-established national self-reliance felt among the 

leading men m the United States, there would be none of the 

melancholy parodies of "High Life," none of the yearnings after 

aristocratical distinctions, which are now so flagrant. Men would 

then strike out some new plan of social organization, and act up 

to it, even though it clashed with the scheme of polity in force 

elsewhere. However defective that plan might be, it would be, 

i it were only consistent with existing institutions, better for 

the country than the best of any other country which was adopted 

at second hand, and forced into a system with which it had no 
ntness. . . . 


There are two facts to which the wealthier portion of the 
wealthy class of America seems to be blind. First, that there 
exists a high order of civilization and even ’'fashion” (their 
darling word) easier of adoption than the fastidious elegance 
°f English high life; and that this is to be found in the manners 
and habits of the upper circles in France, Germany, and the 
other countries of Europe. Secondly, that even if it were possible 
to establish an aristocracy in America, it would be incompatible 
with the existence of the Republic. Exotic plants can grow only 
in a hot-house. A lord could not live long without a congenial 
atmosphere. And to enable an order of nobility to exist there 
must be not only an ambient air of popular homage, but a vivi- 
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fying source of light and heat above, to draw up the dews, that 
come down again in fertilizing showers of dignity and honor. 

If some of the American aspirants for aristocratic station 
would strip this metaphor into plain sense, and ponder over the 
truth it is meant to illustrate, their yearnings might be modified 
into simple regret. Admitting their hopes to be impossibilities, 
they might in time become satisfied that what is must be. And 
viewing the state of things in England, rather as warnings than 
examples, be content to enjoy in their own country a system of 
equalized well-being that has no parallel on earth. 

Thomas Colley Grattan, Civilized America, 2 vols. Vol. I. Lon¬ 
don, 1859. 



The British and American 
Characters Compared 

Francis and Theresa Pulszky 


IN-1852 Louis Kossuth, hero of the Hungarian struggle for 
independence, came to America, and in his entourage were 
the Pulszkys. Kossuth, as leader of Hungarian liberals and 
dictator of Hungary, had fought an heroic and, on the 
hole, successful war against Austria, but the intervention 
of Russia forced his abdication and drove him into exile 
in 1851 he was liberated from his confinement in Asia 
Minor, and on an American man-of-war made his way to 
England. After an ovation there, he turned to America, and 
his visit was the occasion for an outpouring of enthusiasm 
and chauvinism Of h.s companions little is known, except 
that Francis Pulszky later wrote an autobiography which 
told the story of the war for independence. What interested 
he Pulszkys most in the United States was the relation of 
the white, black, and red races to each other, but their ob¬ 
servations on this question are less interesting to us than 
their comparison of English and American civilizations. 

The Americans unlike their English brothers, take care of the 
education of all the white children of the free States, and en¬ 
deavor to do the same in the South, and not only in the cities 

States a°nd The American foment in the 

ence of ^ hln &° n d ° es test on the exclusive influ¬ 

ence of the wealthier classes, but on the education of the people 

t large. Contrary to English custom, it is the State, not the 

ha^nor’’ Wh ‘ Ch P r ° Vlde , S for the schools i yet secular education 
has not impaired the religiosity of the people. 

Hnltf tHe E , n8lish ’ the Americans are chiefly a commercial people; 
dollars and cents influence them in the same way as pounds 

shillings and pence influence the English. Wealth, and not the 

joyment of wealth, is, in the old and new country, the principal 
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aim of the life of the many. But with the English there is a 
class less intent on making money, and sometimes generous in 
spending, viz., the old aristocracy, which has inherited the accu¬ 
mulated riches of many generations. In America there is no such 
class; to favor the eldest son is not countenanced either by laws 
or by customs of the people; equal partition amongst the chil¬ 
dren is the law and the habit of the country. Wealth, therefore, 
changes hands rapidly. And yet the great bulk of Americans, 
though covetous of gain, are, on the whole, more generous than 
the English. To those who doubt this fact we point to the enor¬ 
mous amount of the numerous and continuous gifts and contri¬ 
butions for churches, hospitals, colleges, libraries, and charitable 
institutions of every description. The lower classes in America 
are better educated than in England; they are better off, and 
kind-heartedness and generosity are always characteristic with 
those who earn their livelihood by their labors and not by their 
capital. Moreover, the democratic institutions of universal suf¬ 
frage and the frequent elections make the wealthy classes de¬ 
pendent on the working people for attaining honors; with 
universal suffrage individual liberty is impossible; one way, 
therefore, to get popularity is the establishment of institutions 
for the public. 

The Englishman is proud; he does not care whether he is 
liked or disliked by other nations, satisfied that he must be re¬ 
spected. The social world for him does not extend beyond his 
island, and he keeps aloof from foreigners. Clinging to his own 
manners and customs, and mode of thinking, he is exclusive and 
conservative. His self-confidence is too great to be disturbed in 
any way; he therefore does not care for ridicule; he laughs 
heartily when his follies are caricatured, he never fears that for¬ 
eigners could influence his turn of mind, and he allows there¬ 
fore, without restraint, all the exiles of Europe, however he may 
detest their principles, to live upon their own means and exer¬ 
tions on English soil. He occasionally gives them alms, but sel¬ 
dom stretches out his hand to put them in the way of helping 
themselves; few only take the trouble of sparing time and 
thought to a foreigner in the country where the pressure of 
applicants for every sort of employment is so strong. What¬ 
ever may be the talent or distinction of the alien, he never can 
be wholly naturalized in the society of England. The higher 
classes are disposed to regard him with kindness and interest, 
though never with the feeling of full equality; but the working 
classes dislike the immigrant, as a rival on the field of competi¬ 
tion. Even the law naturalizes him but partially; he can become 
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a voter or a municipal officer, but neither a judge nor a represen¬ 
tative. Yet that which the habits of the most refined society do 
not concede to rank, talent and distinction, and what the law 
of the first country of Europe does not grant, equality, can be 
got by wealth acquired in the manufacturing and commercial 
line. The foreign-born wealthy banker, manufacturer and mer¬ 
chant, is considered the equal of the English banker, manu¬ 
facturer and merchant; they require one another. 

In the United States all this is different. The American has 
not the pride of exclusiveness. Well aware that he is the son of 
a young and growing country, his ambition is to see it radiant 
with the concentrated glory of the whole world. For him, every 
accession of power is welcome, from wheresoever it comes. The 
immigrant is, therefore, no stranger to him; he does not feel 
his rivalry; it is a fellow-workman for American greatness. 
From the moment of landing, the foreign-born is, in every 
respect, socially the equal of the native. After a short residence, 
the law opens to the new citizen every career of honor, and 
withholds but one post from him, that of the President of the 
United States. The manners and customs of the United States 
give life to the law, and in the Senate at Washington we see 
Irish, French and Germans, sent by the confidence of the 
native citizens to the highest council of the nation. The adopted 
son of the country shares all the rights and advantages of the 
son of America. But the same ambition which renders the 
American so liberal toward the newcomers, makes the inter¬ 
course with him often unpleasant to the European. Many of 
the citizens of the United States really believe that they have 
already attained the perfection at which they aim; they, in con¬ 
sequence, are boasting and bragging, and mention the great¬ 
ness of their country, and the superiority of their institutions, so 
often and on such petty occasions, that they become ludicrous, 
and convey the impression as if it were vanity and not ambition 
which ruled them. They are touchy in the highest degree; they 
can bear earnest reproach, but never ridicule; and in this respect 
it is worthy to be remarked that all over the Union there is not 
one single satirical paper, like the English Punch or the French 
Charivari. Their political caricatures are few, circulated almost 
exclusively amongst the higher society in the large commercial 
cities. Wit and criticism are not the endowments of a young 
people; they flourish only in old communities when the creative 
genius begins to decline, when knowledge has accumulated and 
taste has become fastidious. 

The eloquence of the two countries bears the same stamp of 
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their age. In the palace of Westminster the palm of oratory is 
given to those who make clear and logical statements, in which 
cool reason analyzes concisely the facts of the case, its causes and 
consequences. The next effort is to unveil the errors of the 
opponent, and to cover him with ridicule. Wit, irony, and some¬ 
times invective are the most usual weapons employed in Parlia¬ 
mentary struggle. Appeals to the feelings or to the passions are 
rare; adorned eloquence is not congenial to the English taste 
of the present age, which is evidently that of criticism. Gradual 
reform of abuses is its watch-word; constructiveness, genius, 
and freshness of mind seem to have passed away from the 
English statesmen. They are men of routine, and they snub and 
put down men of new ideas. Therefore, whenever new institu¬ 
tions are to be introduced, either because the old ones are too 
rotten in their foundations to be mended—as in Ireland; or 
because new communities have grown up with new wants—as 
in the Colonies; parliamentary wisdom is always blundering, 
in spite of its omnipotence. 

America, on the contrary, is a young country ; reform cannot 
yet be the principal object of her policy, because abuses have 
not yet had time to grow. The gigantic expansion of the coun¬ 
try ; the growth of new Commonwealths under the most different 
circumstances; the complications with foreign governments, 
unavoidable in an enterprising Democratic community; the 
antagonism of the white, red, and black races within the terri¬ 
tory of the Union ; and the difference of interests among the 
commercial, agricultural, planting, and mining States, give an 
immense field to the creative genius, and call it forth from 
amidst all classes of the young and vigorous nation. American 
eloquence bears, therefore, a peculiar stamp. Even the coolest 
reason often appeals to the passions; the Northern Free Soiler 
hurls his defiance against the written law, and points to the law 
of God; the Southern slaveholder thunders forth the threat of 
secession; the States of the Mississippi Basin accuse the sea- 
coast States—the Old Thirteen—for their exclusive commer¬ 
cial policy, which leaves the resources of the West undeveloped; 
and the facility with which a community like that of the Mor¬ 
mons has increased and nearly grown into a sovereign State, 
would appal every nervous statesman. Vital interests are at stake 
in the Capitol at Washington, and great occasions engender 
great men; they never lack the opportunity for displaying their 
talents. But the crowd of their numerous imitators, anxious to 
rival them, sink into the bottomless sea of verbiage and false 
pathos; unable to grapple with the difficulties, they describe 
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ofwato™ th? g 1 f e n at,ng « ra " d ' loc l uence . hide with flowers 
° r Tk at0ry the sha ^ 0Wncss of their ideas. 

the hiohe n cf llSh v ti0n is f minentl y conservative. It has attained 

maintain > P ° S T t0 Wh ' ch if has as P' red ; it has now only to 
maintain it, in politics and in literature. New ideas and even 

to e be W d°sm*ed /h' ked in Ens ‘ and; S0C,et >' 15 settled ' and fears 
and b with r b d 1 *1 ™ j St necessar y refor ™ are carried slowly, 
and wnh timorous hands. In America, the spirit of progress is 

s b oc, d etv n > ^ encr0ach,n «i w, th the exception of the Southern 
society, it changes its aspect incessantly; new ideas easily get a 

1 i han “ of bein S practically tried; the public at large does 

Droblem nk teStmg at ° nCe different solutions of a political 
problem, and the sovereignty of the States atfords great oppor- 

‘ f f ? r words are C0| ned by the dozen; the old oak 

as |. he ..^ n S , ° N ° rma n language still sprouts here as sprightly 
i. m England three centuries ago, and though many of 

is thnsl Z' u SO i° n W u her and fal1 ’ 0thers wi " remain as verdant 
those which adorn the cisatlantic branches of the mighty stem 

f h f S ccnfrolled its fighting propensities by 

its financial prudence—though in India, China, or Kaffraria they 
plunge sometimes into war, yet it is always unpopular. Nothing 
short of an actual attack could induce England to go to war 
against any first-rate European power, though the army and navy 
^considerable, and the expenditure for it more than consider- 


larl he r me 1 C ^ 8 J Ve vent ‘° their fi £ htin g propensities; no 
large national debt deters them from war; their army is small, 

not exceeding 11,000 men, the officers included; just as many as 

are required for the defense of Texas, New Mexico, California 

and Oregon against the Indians. Yet the nation is warlike; in 

case of emergency hundreds of thousands of volunteers are ready 

to encounter the perils of a campaign. War is popular with the 

great bulk of the nation. 

In E ££^nd the people is divided into classes, almost into 
castes. Political equality is unknown there, and though the 
younger sons of* the aristocracy often descend to the grade of 
professional men, yet the hierarchy of rank and classes is never 
disturbed by these changes. Every individual divests himself of 
his former caste by entering the higher one. The traditional 
reverence for social rank and station without regard to the indi- 
vidual who holds them has become one of the principal features 
ot English life Equality is the lifeblood of American society. 
Every attempt of the Whigs to establish a social aristocracy of 
birth and wealth has always failed. Society is not divided into 
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classes, but only into coteries. The family of the wealthy nat¬ 
urally associate with their equals in wealth, the poor with the 
poor; yet the political dependency of the rich-on the working 

men makes all exclusiveness impossible. 

The steadiness of English society, a necessary consequence ot 
aristocratic institutions and habits, makes the English generally 
reserved and not easily excitable. The same cause gives stability 
to their views and inclinations. They are slow to promise, but you 
can depend upon them, they generally keep their word. It is 
difficult to get an English friend, but he remains a friend for 
life. The American character is more amiable, though often less 
reliable. The Americans are cordial, frank, anxious to oblige, 
and ready to make friends. In the fulness of their heart, they 
generally promise more than they can keep. Easily excited, they 
are not seldom deceived by their impressions, which, therefore, 
are often only transient. 

The English bear the stamp of the ancient Doric tribe, the 
Americans that of the Ionian. 

The danger of England is principally her pedantry and her 
materialism, which threaten to stifle the higher sentiments of 
morality and patriotism. She has become demoralized by her own 
conquests to such a degree that she does not know how to 
appreciate political right and wrong, except by the gross standard 
of energetic administration. ... 

The Americans are in a similar danger by their vanity. The 
watch-word, ’ Our country, our State, right or wrong,” this bane¬ 
ful word, borrowed from the French, has been carried across the 
Atlantic, and threatens to confuse their notions of right and 
wrong. The fabric of their institutions was founded on the rock 
of religious principles and self-denial; the patriotic devotion 
of their revolutionary fathers, and the unselfishness of Washing¬ 
ton has raised it to commanding grandeur. Let the Americans 
beware, lest obstinate ambition and misunderstood patriotism, 
which disregard moral right and wrong at home and abroad, 
undermine the foundations of the noble temple of their liberties. 
May both nations remember that the buyers and sellers and 
money-changers belonged to the market, and were driven from 
the temple. 

Francis and Theresa Pulszky, White, Red, Black; Sketches of 
American Society in the United States During the Visit of Their 
Cue its. 2 vols. Vol. II. New York, 1853. 


The Practical Genius of the American 


Adam G. de Gurowski 


EVERY STUDENT of the American Civil War knows the ven¬ 
omous Gurowski Diary, but few are acquainted with the 
earlier and far more interesting study of the American 
character from which this selection is taken —America and 
Europe (1857). Count Gurowski—as he was always known 
—was born in the Palatinate of Kalisz in 1805, and before 
his twentieth year had been expelled from school for revo¬ 
lutionary activity. He studied for a time in Germany, but 
shortly returned to Poland to help organize the revolution 
of 1830 against Russian tyranny. On the failure of that 
uprising he fled to Paris, joined the National Polish Com¬ 
mittee there, and had the gratification of being condemned 
to death in absentia. Thereafter his career was, for a short 
time, a checkered one. He wrote on Polish history, studied 
at Berlin and Heidelberg, lectured at the University of 
Berne, and in 1849 made his way to the United States. 
During the Civil War he served as translator in the State 
Department, and from this dubious vantage point watched 
what he considered the mismanagement of the war with 
malign dissatisfaction. But if Gurowski appears at his worst 
in his Diary, he appears at his best in his sober, judicious, 
and on the whole appreciative analysis of the distinguishing 
features of the American character in his America and 
Europe. 





THE AMERICAN MIND 

The American mind tends pre-eminently toward the objective, 
at times however being given to the subjective, even to abstract 
speculation. It is singularly impulsive and receptive, seizes 
eagerly upon the most antagonistic objects, and embraces them 
with considerable elasticity. Expansive, and at times daring, it 
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is less disciplined and subdued by routine, than is the case with 
the English mind. Hitherto the American mind has not reached 
the elevated standpoint of an absolute, intuitive individuality. 
Stimulated by the fulness and vigor of intuitiveness, but open to 
the breathing influences of outward nature, to the ever freshly 
pouring combinations of events, the mind ascends slowly, step by 
step, into the expanding region of normal self-consciousness. It 
is inquisitive, analytic, dismembering, and still eager often to 
discover, to comprehend a general law, to accept general formu¬ 
las and axioms, and to submit to them. It grapples willingly with 
difficulties, but is not however always enduring or patient enough 
to overcome and subdue them, above all when the difficulties 
are founded in merely abstract, speculative combinations. Evoked 
to self-conscious activity, the American mind was thrown at the 
start into a stern and rough medium, and cut off from the 
motherland; it was obliged to direct all its intensity to struggles 
with nature, with destructive matter, was forced to choose and 
decide swiftly, to act, and not to remain in musing contemplation. 

Immediate practical results are more attractive for the Ameri¬ 
can mind, although not exclusively, than the charms of imagina¬ 
tion. In its intellectual, positive turn, it yields easily to the pres¬ 
sure of outward events and combinations. Intellect finds more 
food, more stimulus, in externalities, and therefore it overpowers 
the spirit, the imagination, as well as the tendency to abstract, 
interior contemplation. Of great mobility, expansive but not 
deep, the American mind as yet seems unable to seize thoroughly 
and penetrate deeply into the infinity of intuitive ideas, engrossed 
as it has hitherto been by sensations. The social condition, the 
primitive state of nature, opening uninterruptedly her wider and 
wider circles before the American, challenge and attract the 
intellectual powers, carry away the activity into one general, 
explorative, mechanical, commercial current. But then even a 
certain inborn elasticity redeems and saves it from utter degrada¬ 
tion. And so, notwithstanding this seemingly all-absorbing 
commercial propensity, the mind of the people at large does not 
become eaten up or narrowed, as is the case, for example, with 
the immense majority of the various commercial classes in 
Europe. The so-called petty shopkeeper spirit does not prevail 
in America to the same extent as in most of the European parent 
countries. 

Excitability, omnipotent in the American character, scarcely 
affects the activity of mind. The keen internal perception of the 
object strongly resists excitability or nervousness, and dispels 


ADAM G. DE GUROWSKI \\~j 

the mist that has been aroused. If the Americans do not resist 
indeoendeni of excitement, it is more from want of 

"dement r 'T W3nt ° f 3 SOUnd ' internal, mental 

ion 8 ^d romK mP t ar J y rap,d and corn P re ^ ens, ve in assimila- 
tion and combination—far more so than the English—the Amer- 

bv a Tt‘v Seems t0 be lndifferent t0 method; at the same time, 
^ C °fn the intd,eCt is dlscl plmed by it in most 

earnest y - ,n j* 0 P erati °m, the American mfnd is 

the r, ft’ ^f V 'k ®1 ^ xlt P and ballast, and forming a counterpoise to 
tne otten febrile unrest of character. 

The various peculiarities of the American mind, the outbursts 

°*!f 5 0ri | l ? all fy and ^dependence, are manifested more gen- 

fmn!fir d i redy ,r l the pC ° ple at Iar S e > in its Promptings and 
pulses, than m those which are commonly considered as the 

, mmds ’ thC hterary stars ’ or any other exponents 
o the spiritual or imaginative faculties. Among the people like- 

3S u exam P Ie f m ong that of New England, that of the 
West gushes out and is domestic in the rich vein of humor 
which constitutes a trait of originality, distinct from the English 
humor, and from that of other European nations. 

T ake " ,n the whole, in its substance, the American mind is 
eminently a progressive one. If it is as yet comparatively deficient 
in absolute philosophical comprehensiveness, if it assiduously 
elaborates the special and the single, by this process it gathers 
and prepares materials, to become coordinated, then fused 
ogether The eternal spirit which watches over the progress and 
the development of mankind alternately evokes to prominent 
activity the various powers and attributes of the mind, bringing 
hem into full play, and making them preponderate, the one 
over another, according to the given conditions and necessities. 
Observing in mankind the march of mental culture, there is 
c early perceptible an alternated but uninterrupted putting out 
and holding back of the various mental powers, the intuitive and 
the intellectual playing into each other. This assimilation and 
fusion at the given moment of the life of individuals, as of a 
whole people, constitute a complete real progress and civiliza¬ 
tion Almost every mental and intellectual phenomenon corre¬ 
sponds to a philosophical and social claim of our being, and 
solutions are obtained by their harmonious interweaving. Then 
again new problems arise, requiring new combinations and 
fresh efforts. Exclusive idealism and exclusive positivism, bear 
the mark of one-sidedness and uniformity, and are not virtually 
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progressive. A wheel can stand still, can turn backwards, but its 
normal function is to move onward, and carry onward all its 
composing atoms. So it is with the mind; it embraces subject 
and object and moves on, because movement and progress are 
the sole conditions of life and of development; they alone are 
creative. 

The powers of the intellect have been exclusively put into 
requisition and taxed from the first signs of vitality made by 
American society. As a people, as a nation, the Americans have 
not traversed the same successive stages as other peoples and 
nations. It can be said that America has had no childhood, no 
juvenility. She was not lulled at the cradle with the legend, with 
the mythic song, with the murmur of tales. The Americans 
matured at once, and at once wrestled with stern reality. 

CHARACTERISTICS 

Political and social institutions often give an indelible mark 
to the character of a people, and as often again they are its 
reflection. History is full of the evidences of this fact. In America 
the character of the people and the institutions have acted recip¬ 
rocally on their development: a case of very rare occurrence in 
the history of nations and of their political and social evolutions. 
No nation, no people now existing, is so thoroughly and intensely 
identified with its institutions as is the American people. 

With sacred jealousy the American people watches over the 
national honor, over its relations with other States, over national 
independence. Being in possession of the highest goods, no 
sacrifice can be too great for their defense and preservation. No 
invasion from whatever quarter, no conquest, no overthrow of 
the existing order, could ever be successfully carried out. Not the 
presumed Anglo-Saxon blood, but the genuine American feeling, 
pouring out from constitutive principles as from a fountainhead, 
is the repelling force. Patriotic, exalted devotion is not an effort, 
but a natural lineament of character, a simple but inherent ele¬ 
ment of national life. 

The love of social independence, of domestic liberty, and 
their fullest enjoyment, produces in the American character 
that unbending quality which disables the individual from 
becoming a permanent denizen of other powers, of other States. 
There may be a few rare exceptions. It is almost impossible to 
imagine an American becoming a servant of kings, subservient 
forever to social caste. Soon his better nature must revolt; but 
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numbers of Europeans, from all social orders and positions 
assimdate themselves easily and in a short time to the state of 

ngs prevailing here; they become identified with it to the 

Z[ n “ Amer ‘“", 2 ed, an d therefore a reinvigorated Euro- 
pean, a return to the past worn-out conditions of existence would 
prove unbearable. . .. 

Not less salient and peculiar than the public spirit, and 
created by the same or similar causes, is the characteristic of the 
American mind manifested in the thirst for knowledge for 
information. It imperatively urges the individual with a pert.- 
naaty and generality not to be met with in any other nation on 
he globe, to satisfy this noble mental irritation, to satisfy it by 
sacrifices of the time and means, whether large or small, at his 
disposal. It is thus the most brilliantly projecting feature, and 
n individual property of this people. Not the wealthy, not the 
better circumstanced are principally the expression 'of these 
urgings, but it is rather special to the laborious masses. Not out- 
ward worldly Insure produces or evokes it, but an inward 
impulse. That is one of the cardinal differences between Ameri¬ 
can and European populations. This craving results from the 
radical recognition of equality of rights in every individual, 
inspiring him with self-consciousness, with self-respect, and 
opening before him the bright horizon of nobler purposes and 
aims. It is not a transmission by blood, nor the result of certain 
liberal concessions, called in Europe liberal institutions. In the 
English people, the nearest kindred to the majority of Ameri¬ 
cans, and living under liberal institutions, this spontaneity is 

not awakened, and the mass still gropes its way in a self- 
contented ignorance. 

Neither is this craving incited by an admonition, exercised 
from above, by the efforts of a government, by the prevalent 
suggestions or example of a so-called superior stratum of society. 
This American phenomenon strengthens the faith that the 
human race is to bask in floods of light, that enlightenment is 
the essence of man’s nature, although its effusion may have 
been benumbed for uncounted ages. This characteristic trait 
redeems at once the broadest and most truly democratic com¬ 
prehension of a people from the cavils heaped on it by the 
apostles of an absolute supreme authority, which, according to 
their assertions, is to hover providentially above the masses, to 
take the initiative and to direct their mental development. 

Extremes seemingly prevail in the American character. It is a 
combination of violent, nervous, feverish excitement and sturdy 
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quietude, of calculation and daring, of cautiousness and swift¬ 
ness in decision and action, of steadiness of purpose and reck¬ 
lessness in pursuits. It is stubborn and mobile, impressible and 
cold, cunning and straightforward. Often inflated with immense 
pride and self-conceit, now soundly appreciating one’s powers, 
and then humbly underrating them. 

Excitement is one of the most powerful springs in the Ameri¬ 
can. It is so contagious that newcomers, after a comparatively 
short residence, are affected and carried away by it. Easily excited, 
the American cheerfully, nay, enthusiastically, greets the object 
which for the moment satisfies this necessity of his temper; and 
no efforts of his own invention are spared to endow this object 
for the moment with all imaginary attributes. Neither age nor 
sex is exempted from this intoxicating pleasure. He pays will¬ 
ingly and with the best grace for the moment of satisfaction, and 
raises the idol to the skies. But when the excitement is over, he 
lets it slide, unceremoniously, or often drops it roughly, careless 
where it may fall, to run the next moment after another. . . . 

Many and various are the causes accounting for and explaining 
this peculiarity. The nervous irritability lying at the bottom, 
most probably is produced by the influences of a trying and 
changeable climate. This turn given to the character at an early 
epoch has become now hereditary. The uniformity of the ancient 
colonial life, the rigidity of the Puritans and of their imitators, 
might have contributed to form it. Human imaginative nature 
recolts against uniformity, compression, against turning in one 
and the same circle. Single-track routine in life is repugnant, 
and any object or event is welcome which breaks such tiresome 
evenness. After contraction follows relaxation in some manner 
or other. So the imagination eagerly and indiscriminately seizes 
upon any provender with which to appease its cravings. 

Even now, although new and more diversified elements are 

a certain sameness still pervades it. 

e circle extends, the horizon enlarges, and nevertheless 
monotony dominates the whole. It becomes the more painfully 
sensible, as the multifariousness of the world from without, and 
the longings from within, excite, attract, and tickle the Ameri¬ 
cans. VC hat therefore seems to offer a momentary interruption 

of monotony excites and carries away and often overpowers the 
better and cooler judgment. 

The great reproach made by Europeans to the Americans, and 
one which has become proverbial among themselves, is the 
excessive love of money, the fact that they are a money-making 
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Pf°Pj e - Undoubtedly money-making has eaten itself deep into 
the American character, but the love of money, although con¬ 
sidered a moral disease by all the moralists of antiquity and of 
our times, has been and is now the most deeply rooted passion 
in human nature. Under one or another shape, in this or that 
manner, money has ruled the world at all times. Neither is the 
love of it less violent, less intense among the immense majority 
of Europeans than among the Americans. If among the latter 
money-making seems to form the main object of existence, it is 
the effect of various causes, intrinsic and normal, and explained 
as such by their history, by the concatenation of peculiar events 
and circumstances, which have surrounded them from the cradle. 

Money and commerce were the only ties between the colo¬ 
nists and the mother or any other country. The colonies of 
modern Europe have been exclusively mercantile enterprises. 
Mercantile speculation sent out the first settlers, and even the 
Puritans looked to trade as the sole means of maintenance and 
of preserving the imperatively necessary intercourse with the old 
world. Mercantile relations therefore formed the pivot on which 
turned the existence of the colonists and of the colonies. Thrown 
upon their own scanty resources, the colonists could only obtain 
for money or money’s worth, all the necessaries of life, the 
implements and requisites whose possession alone could preserve 
them from destruction when they first exhibited themselves on 
this soil. All this was to be paid for, in some way or other. Thus 
almost before the first immigrant took a firm root in the soil, 
money-making became the absorbing object of his activity, as 
upon money depended his domestic, his family, and his social 
existence. His entire social position and significance depended 
upon his commercial means. The colonist, his toilsome labors 
and sweat, must have been the object of greedy speculation in 
the mother country. Everything therefore powerfully urged and 
contributed to develop in him from the start the money-making 
propensity, and to make it paramount to all others. It was his 
defensive weapon and his salvation. So from infancy everything 
stimulated, nourished and developed this passion. 

Since the Americans elevated themselves to the dignity of a 
nation, the character of the American community is even more 
industrial and commercial than it was of old. Their growth, 
their increase, their prosperity, are indissolubly connected with 
the extension of their mercantile or industrial operations. Thus 
money-making becomes more intense and all-absorbing, as the 
love of money is more inherent in commercial occupations than 
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in any other, and in America every occupation runs out into a 
commercial one. 

Only a prosperous nation can be considered as truly civilized, 
as enabled and prepared to enjoy democracy and self-govern¬ 
ment. The prosperity of such a nation consists in the prosperity 
of the whole population. It is the duty of every individual to 
devote all his faculties to securing this blessing to himself, and 
in this way to the community. Money-making, in its true sense, 
is the reward of intelligence, labor, and toil; it was and is the 
road to individual and to general prosperity. It is an inborn and 
noble pride to be the artisan of one’s own position and inde¬ 
pendence. It is one of the noblest manifestations of the con¬ 
sciousness of human dignity. The possession of wealth has 
always been among the most powerful incentives to action; 
money-making by industry, enterprise, speculation is the only 
legitimate and honorable way to reach the goal. And of such a 
nature is money-making, which engrosses an immense majority 
of the Americans. It continually extends the area of culture. It 
conquers the rugged face of nature, transforms the wilderness 
into a habitable and cultivated soil. It is this which pushes the 
American to cross torrents, cut his path across primitive forests, 
disembowel the earth, people solitudes. He tries to make money 
out of the rough forces of nature. The sons of farmers, artisans, 
operatives, as soon as their faculties are developed, look forward 
to the means of securing their independence, of making money. 
They leave home, plunge into distant regions, and into hard¬ 
ships, privations and toils. They try to discount, to turn them 
into money, that is, into their own well-being and prosperity, 
and that of their families. Money-making has given the unparal¬ 
leled expansion to American industry and commerce, covered the 
ocean with American bottoms, the land with prosperous cities, 
with nets of railroads, with mills and factories. In proportion as 
prosperity increases and expands, general civilization increases 
and expands. The genuine Yankee, that is, the man of the East 
and his kindred in other States, is considered the most sharp in 
this feverish pursuit. But they have the best and most numerous 
public schools and scientific establishments, buy the most books, 
and subscribe most generously for all public establishments and 
objects, as well as for alleviating private miseries and sufferings. 
True it is that this all-absorbing fever has likewise its morbid 
results. But when the good and the evil are summed up, good 
comes out victorious. ... 

The sneer at Americans for their money-making propensity 
ocs not become Europeans. As mentioned above, to this pro- 
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pensity the country owes the major part of its greatness. What 
is done by governments and sovereigns in Europe is done here 
either by private individuals or by communities rendered pros¬ 
perous by their own exertions. European society had its origin 
in the absorption by one class of the labor of another, and 
this still continues to prevail. The European social organization 
contains various social parasitical existences, not less greedy to 
acquire and make money; only the greediness is overlaid by 
certain conventional definitions and encrusted prejudices. If the 
European aristocracy, if the world of leisure, the official world 
do not make money themselves, in the same way as the Ameri¬ 
cans, these European classes make money by oppressing millions, 
and living upon their labor, or upon the taxes. European society 
has various social inherited distinctions, to which it pays due, 
or oftener undue deference. American society, from the start a 
commercial one, very naturally paid and pays deference to the 
successful money-makers. . . . 

With all the numerous and dark drawbacks of this propensity, 
it does not generate avarice in the Americans. If generally they 
are infuriated in the pursuit of money, they spend it as freely 
as they make it. If they are called men of the dollar, at any rate 
they are not hunters of cents. Parsimonious economy is not 
their characteristic, and in general the racing after dollars, the 
thirst for gain, does not make them contemptible misers, or 
callous to others. The celebrated axiom, "Help yourself,” signi¬ 
fies that everyone ought to make his choice independently, and 
build up his position by personal exertions; but it is far from 
including anv egotism, any cold indifference to his neighbor, to 
the efforts of anyone undertaking a difficult path in life. Ameri¬ 
cans are generally the most cautious persons in world, in giving 
free advice, in going direct to the point. They shun the respon¬ 
sibility of deciding for another, of disillusioning him, or of 
interfering with a contrary advice or opinion. Thus when asked 
a question, they mostly answer in generalities. But if the choice 
is once made, the pursuit or object selected, then they stand by 
with counsel and action. The settler in a new and strange land, 
is heartily supported in his toils by his neighbors. A foreigner 
or native, starting in any honest undertaking finds support and 
credit, this mainspring and soul of a commercial society, and 
nowhere so largely and liberally conceived, or carried to such 
an extent, as in America. .. . 

As almost every body is obliged to run the gauntlet, one that 
stops even for respite, is soon overwhelmed. The whirlwind 
seizes and carries them away. Money-making becomes an 
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unquenchable thirst, an object of love, an attraction similar to 
that which art or study exercises over the artist or the scholar. 

It is a power and a distinction. Then money is made not merely 
for the sake of becoming independent and rich or enjoying both, 
but from habit—on account of finding any other congenial occu¬ 
pation impossible. It becomes an intellectual drilling, and a 
test of skill. It becomes a game, deeply combined, complicated— 
a struggle with men and events, exciting, captivating, terrible, 
hand to hand, man to man, cunning to cunning. The socially 
passionate life in Europe, diversified, and full of various enjoy¬ 
ments, gives to a successful winner, new scopes, attractions and 
pleasures, such as society does not proffer, allow or create in 
this country. An American can with difficulty if at all turn in 
another direction, plunge in another passion, or activity, seek 
around for new and different drastic or soothing pastimes, to 
quench this ardor which for the greatest part of his life has been 
concentrated in money-making, and has been urging and direct¬ 
ing his course. Thus where the European can stop or divert his 
attention to other objects, an American once in the middle of 
the torrent must go on, spurred by habits, by the force of events; 
as even to preserve an accumulated fortune becomes in itself 
another race, another almost deadly strife. Such is the exclusive 
money-maker, but he is not the type of the general character; he 
has no hold on the people at large, his dens are in large cities. 

No nation is equally sensitive and impatient of criticism as 
the Americans. T ley often become irritated not only by the 
finding fault with their character, customs, manners, habits, 
institutions, or culture, but find it disagreeable when climate, 
soil, fauna, or flora is judged inferior to those of the old world. 
Various causes provoke this sensitiveness, and it can be accounted 
for in various ways. It results from both pride and diffidence. 
The Americans are well aware of their deficiencies, but they feel 
the sting of injustice done to them by those foreigners who 
obtrude themselves as unrelenting judges. Generally the faults 
are overrated, and the people are lashed by scorching and unde¬ 
served ridicule. The American, the last comer into the family 
of nations, is continually on the alert—not to be treated or con¬ 
sidered as a parvenu, not to be slighted or disparaged. Youth is 
generally susceptible and irritable before it enters manhood. The 
more so, when occasional shortcomings are maliciously pointed 
out, when the intrinsic good is almost overlooked. The taunts 
of English travelers and writers, of the English press, have prin¬ 
cipally provoked this irritation, and made it nearly chronic. Such 
authors, taking a superficial glance at the country and at its 
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inhabitants, have misunderstood, misrepresented what they saw. 
Without investigating the cause of certain effects, by which their 
genuine or assumed fastidiousness was offended, they deliberately 
calumniated by wholesale, for faults committed by some. The 
European standard, when forcibly applied here, must necessarily 
wound and be faulty, the two states of sociability differing wholly 
from each other. 

Boasting is often carried by certain Americans to the extreme. 
Often however it is a reaction against slights, an effort to veil 
deficiencies, an effort made by a people aware of them, but on 
the other hand conscious of having accomplished in two or 
three generations what it took other nations centuries to perform. 
Generally, human nature revolts at taunts, at arrogant reproof, 
at undervaluation. Experience and time alone teach a becoming 
equanimity. European nations bear scoffing more patiently be¬ 
cause they have thrown it occasionally for centuries at each 
other’s head. Like old war horses accustomed to the roar of 
battles, they remain cool and self-possessed. There is on the 
American surface much to be rubbed off and rounded. Rude 
angles are to be softened, ease, flexibility instilled. Time must 
do the work. Refinement is a fruit slowly ripened by ages. And 
in America the whole people, not a class, is the tree on which 
the fruit is to be borne. In the people at large reposes soft mold 
below the apparently coarse crust, and in due time, the plastic 
virtue of nature will cast it into congenial and sociable forms. 

Adarn G. de Gurowski, America and Europe. New York, 1857. 



God Made America for the Poor 


Edward Dicey 


FEW of the numerous Europeans who visited America dur¬ 
ing the Civil War were able to look at that conflict objec¬ 
tively, or to see it as a test of the American character. 
Edward Dicey, brother of the more famous Albert V. Dicey, 
was one of these few. Born in Leicestershire of a county 
family, and educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, he 
might have been forgiven had he adopted the typical up- 
perclass British view of the American w'ar. But his sym¬ 
pathies were not w r ith the Confederacy. He came to the 
United States in 1862 and spent six months traveling 
through the length and breadth of the Union, visiting Lin¬ 
coln at the White House, watching recruiting on Boston 
Common, seeing the soldiers in their encampments and on 
the march. His Six Months in the Federal States (1863), 
one of the few British reports which could be welcomed 
with pleasure by the people of the embattled North, w r as 
all the more welcome for its contrast with "Bull Run” 
Russell’s acrimonious reports. After his return to England, 
Dicey divided his time between journalism, law, and litera¬ 
ture. He w r as for almost twenty years editor of the London 
Observer; he was a bencher of Gray’s Inn; and he wrote 
widely on American, Egyptian, and South African 
questions. 


To a stranger, there is something wonderfully pleasant about 
the first blush of American Society: the manners of your hosts 
appears to an Englishman so frank and cordial; people seem 
so glad to see you, and so anxious to make you feel at home. And 
I believe that the appearance is not assumed. Life, hitherto, has 
flowed very easily for the American people. The country is sc 
large that there is room for all and to spare: the battle of life is 
not an arduous one, compared to w'hat it is in older countries, 
The morbid dread of poverty, which is the curse of English mid- 
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dle-class existence, is almost unknown in the New World. If the 
worst comes to the worst, and an American is ruined, the world 
lies open to him, and in a new State he can start afresh, with as 
fair prospects as when he set out in life. The desire to provide 
for one’s children, and to secure them a similar position in life 
to that which the parent occupies himself, is almost unknown. 
Public opinion does not require the father of a family to do more 
than give his children a good education. As a rule, the daughters 
can always marry, and the sons can make their own way. Equal 
division of property amongst the children of a family is enforced 
by custom, though not by law. In the New England States, it 
has become very common for any wealthy citizen to leave a 
considerable sum toward some public object; and anyone who 
fails to comply with this custom is hardly considered to have 
acted correctly. The result of this state of things is that saving 
is very uncommon amongst the middle classes in America. 
Everybody, as a rule, spends the full amount of his income, 
and, in consequence, there is much greater luxury in Northern 
households than would be seen in English families of the same 
amount of wealth. Hospitality, therefore, is given very readily, 
and the wheels of life run more easily than they do with us. I was 
struck constantly with the extreme good-nature of the Americans 
in their private and social relations. I attribute it, not so much to 
the national character—which, owing to the climate, is a some¬ 
what irritable one, but to the comparative absence of the sordid 
cares and petty considerations which the fierceness of our struggle 
for existence, and the exorbitant value attached by us to the 
respectability of wealth, give rise to perpetually in a densely 
peopled country like our own. 

Paradoxical as the statement may seem, I think I have never 
known a country where money was less valued than in America. 
"The worship of the almighty dollar," which we are so apt to 
consider a characteristic of the Americans, cannot justly be 
charged to them in the sense in which we understand the phrase. 
The absence of all social distinctions, and the fact that there are 
no established positions to which birth and rank and station 
give an acknowledged entrance, render wealth the chief standard 
of distinction. In consequence, the natural ambition of every 
American is to acquire wealth, and thus distinguish himself in 
the only career which is practically open to the vast majority. 
Anybody who has known anything of Quakers will understand 
the working of the causes that I have attempted to describe. 
There is no body of men more liberal than the Society of Friends, 
and yet there is none more eager in the pursuit of money- 
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making. So it is with the Yankee race. Money-making is the 
chief object of the nation; but they value the possession of the 
"almighty dollar" rather as a proof of success in life than as 
an end of existence. The mere ownership of wealth is less valued 
there than with us. The man who has made his own money 
is infinitely more respected than the man who has inherited it. 
Millionaires are rare in the second generation; and the bare 
accumulation of wealth gives a man fewer advantages in the 
North than in any Old World country. 

I doubt, too, whether the accusation of extravagance, which 
is brought so frequently against the Northerners, is a just one. 
Money is spent freely, just as it is made; but, with the exception 
of New York, I was never in any American city where the style 
of living could compare for extravagance with that of the 
wealthy classes in the Old World. Americans in Europe are not, 
in this respect, fair specimens of their nation. They come over 
here for a holiday, and their expenditure is regulated on a 
holiday scale. But at home, the mode of living is in most respects 
remarkably simple. This is due, partly to the extreme difficulty 
of getting servants, and the impossibility of keeping a large 
household of domestics, but still more, I think, to a certain 
inherent simplicity of taste. Hours are much earlier than with us, 
equipages are few in number; and dwelling-houses, though 
eminently comfortable, very seldom possess any claim to splendor 
or magnificence. In the articles of dress, and also in the dainties 
of the table, Americans will go to an expense that English 
families of the same rank in life never think of indulging in. 
In New York, especially, the ladies must spend what we should 
consider an extravagant amount on Parisian toilettes. I hardly 
ever remember to have been present at a dinner party in America 
where champagne was not distributed almost as plentifully as 
malt liquor would be with us; but in other respects, there is but 
little ostentatious expense visible to a stranger. 

In a moral as opposed to a material point of view, the most 
striking feature about American society is its uniformity. Every¬ 
body, as a rule, holds the same opinions about everything, and 
expresses his views, more or less, in the same language. These 
\iews are often correct, almost invariably intelligent and credit¬ 
able to the holders. But still, even at the risk of hearing para¬ 
doxes defended, you cannot help wishing, at times, for a little 
more of originality. I believe that this monotony in the tone of 
American talk and opinion arises from the universal diffusion 
of education. Everybody is educated up to a certain point, and 
very few are educated above it. They have all learned the same 
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lessons under the same teachers, and, in consequence, share the 
same sentiments to a degree which it is difficult for an English¬ 
man to appreciate beforehand. This monotony is infinitely more 
striking in the men than in the women. Ninety-nine American 
lads in a hundred go through exactly the same system of training. 
Up to eighteen or nineteen, they are carefully, if not very deeply, 
grounded in all the branches of a good ordinary English educa¬ 
tion. Then they go into business, and from that time their intel- 
lectual self-culture ceases. Unless they happen to travel, they 
have very little time for reading anything except the newspapers. 
The women pursue their education even after marriage, and are 
in consequence better read and more intellectual in their tastes 
than English ladies. In the long run, however, the national tone 
of mind is always derived from the male sex, and therefore the 
prevalent tone of America is not that of a highly educated 
society. I do not mean to say, for one moment, that there are 
not hundreds and thousands of men of really first-class educa¬ 
tion in the Northern States. On the contrary, some of the most 
thoroughly educated men it has been my lot to meet with have 
been Americans. I am speaking of the mass, not of individuals. 
This opinion of mine, if it is correct, explains a fact which other¬ 
wise would seem discouraging: I mean the small share taken 
by educated men—in our sense of the word—in American 
politics. The truth is that if America were governed to any 
great extent by politicians of classical education, the country 
would not be fairly represented by its rulers. It is not the case 
that the fact of a gentleman having received a refined culture is 
any disqualification to him in the eyes of the constituencies. On 
the other hand, it is a very small recommendation. I do not deny 
that this is, in itself, an evil; but the true nature of the evil 
is not that men of education are disqualified from entering a 
political career in America, but that they form so small a class 
that they possess no political influence. Just in the same way, 
there is no doubt that, relatively to the period, there were more 
highly educated men in the Union half a century ago than there 
are now. The early settlers in any new country bring with them 
a higher degree of individual culture than they can impart to 
their children. In the same ratio, however, that the education 
of the individual decreases, the average education of the mass 
increases, and, on the whole, the general tone of the nation gains 
in consequence. My friend, Mr. Holmes, once said to me: "We 
should find it very hard to match five thousand American gentle¬ 
men with five thousand English; but we could match five million 
ordinary Americans against the same number of your country- 
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men, without fear of the result/' This explanation I believe to 
be the correct one with regard to the intellectual development 
of America. 

The truth is the great mistake that we English make in judging 
of America is the assumption that the New World ought to be 
the reproduction of the Old Country. We expect our social 
system, our hierarchy of castes and rank, our forms of thought 
and feeling, to be repeated amongst a people growing up under 
conditions totally different from that in which we have been 
trained for hundreds of generations. Every departure from our 
own standard we consider to indicate moral degeneracy, while 
in reality it is only a symptom of development. No one who 
has lived in America can avoid coming to the conclusion that 
the Anglo-Saxon frame is gradually modifying itself to a form 
suited to the new conditions of climate and temperature under 
which it is called on to exist. What is true in the physical is 
true also in the moral world. By degrees the imported civiliza¬ 
tion and culture of the Old World are developing themselves 
into new forms and aspects. What will be the ultimate social 
system of America it is impossible to say. Never yet in history 
has a nation grown up under circumstances where all men have 
started equal, and where want and poverty have been practically 
unknown. That the product of these conditions will be a 
remarkable one, we are beginning to see already. I recollect a 
common Irishwoman I once traveled alongside of in the States, 
saying to me, when talking about her experience of her new 
home, This is a blessed country, sir; I think God made it for 
the poor. And I have often fancied that this saying might be 
the clue to the future history of America. 

I have been asked frequently, whether I should like to live 

in America and to this question my answer has always been 

that that depends entirely upon circumstances. Men of highly 

educated tastes, used to the social pleasures of the Old World, 

will not find their wants gratified as easily and as fully in a 

new state of society as in an old. In fact, in plain English, if your 

tastes and your habits are those of men whose income is counted 

by hundreds, you had better stop where you are. But the man 

who has his living to earn is better off, in almost every respect, 

in America than he is in England. The very circumstances that 

render the United States unattractive as a residence for the man 

of wealth and refinement are a positive boon to those who 

possess neither of the attributes; and I am afraid that in this 

world the latter class is larger and more important than the 
former. 
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America Is Not Interesting 


Matthew Arnold 


famous on two continents for his poetry and essays, and 
as the son of the great Arnold of Rugby, Matthew Arnold 
came to the United States in 1883 to satisfy his curiosity 
about this country and to make money by lecturing. In a 
way he did both: his visit to the United States provided 
him with material for a number of essays, and he went 
home with some money. Yet his lectures were not a suc¬ 
cess, and his curiosity about the United States was easily 
satisfied. Arnold meant to be fair, but he was incapable of 
appreciating American democracy and his attitude toward 
almost everything in America was a supercilious one. The 
essay on Civilization in the United States—part of which is 
reproduced here—illuminates the inadequacies of Arnold 
rather than of his subject. For a citizen of a country which 
boasted such village names as Upper Puddle and Nether 
Slaughter to gag at Jacksonville was amusing, and it was 
William James who remarked the absurdity of using the 
word "interesting” as an objective and substantive term. 

Yet it must be added that Arnold's view was representa¬ 
tive of the views of many upper-class Britons and Euro¬ 
peans, for no observation about the United States was more 
hackneyed than that America was dull. 

But we must get nearer still to the heart of the question raised 
as to the character and worth of American civilization. I have 
said how much the word civilization really means—the humani¬ 
zation of man in society ; his making progress there toward his 
true and full humanity. Partial and material achievement is 
always being put forward as civilization. We hear a nation called 
highly civilized by reason of its industry, commerce, and wealth, 
or by reason of its liberty or equality, or by reason of its numerous 
churches, schools, libraries, and newspapers. But there is some¬ 
thing in human nature, some instinct of growth, some law of 
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perfection, which rebels against this narrow account of the 
matter. And perhaps what human nature demands in civiliza¬ 
tion, over and above all those obvious things which first occur 
to our thoughts—what human nature, 1 say, demands in civiliza¬ 
tion, if it is to stand as a high and satisfying civilization, is best 
described by the word interesting. Here is the extraordinary 
charm of the old Greek civilization; that it is so interesting. 
Do not tell me only, says human nature, of the magnitude of 
your industry and commerce; of the beneficence of your insti¬ 
tutions, your freedom, your equality; of the great and growing 
number of your churches and schools, libraries and newspapers; 
tell me also if your civilization—which is the grand name you 

give to all this development—tell me if your civilization is 
interesting. 


An American friend of mine, Professor Norton, has lately 
published the early letters of Carlyle. If any one wants a good 
antidote to the unpleasant effect left by Mr. Froude's Life of 
Carlyle, let him read those letters_ 

Thomas Carlyle, the eldest son, a young man in wretched 
health and worse spirits, was fighting his way in Edinburgh. 
One of his younger brothers talked of emigrating. "The very 
best thing he could do! we should all say. Carlyle dissuades 
him. You shall never," he writes, "you shall never seriously 
meditate crossing the great Salt Pool to plant yourself in the 
Yankee-land. That is a miserable fate for anyone, at best; never 
dream of it. Could you banish yourself from all that is interesting 
to your mind, forget the history, the glorious institutions, the 
noble principles of old Scotland—that you might eat a better 
dinner, perhaps?" 

There is our word launched—the word interesting. I am not 
saying that Carlyle's advice was good, or that young men should 
not emigrate. I do but take note, in the word interesting, of a 
requirement, a cry of aspiration, a cry not sounding in the 
imaginative Carlyle’s own breast, but sure of a response in his 
brother’s breast also, and in human nature. . . . 

Now the great sources of the interesting are distinction and 
beauty; that which is elevated, and that which is beautiful. Let 
us take the beautiful first, and consider how far it is present in 
American civilization. Evidently, that is the civilization’s weak 
side. There is little to nourish and delight the sense of beauty 
there. In the long-settled states east of the Alleghanies the 
landscape in general is not interesting, the climate harsh and 
in extremes. The Americans are restless, eager to better them¬ 
selves and to make fortunes; the inhabitant does not strike his 
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roots lovingly down into the soil, as in rural England. In the 
valley of the Connecticut you will find farm after farm which 
the Yankee settler has abandoned in order to go West, leaving 
the farm to some new Irish immigrant. The charm of beauty 
which comes from ancientness and permanence of rural life 
the country could not yet have in a high degree, but it has it in 
an even less degree than might be expected. Then the Ameri¬ 
cans come originally, for the most part, from that great class in 
English society amongst whom the sense for conduct and busi¬ 
ness is much more strongly developed than the sense of beauty. 
If we in England were without the cathedrals, parish churches, 
and castles of the Catholic and Feudal Age, and without the 
houses of the Elizabethan Age, but had only the towns and 
buildings which the rise of our middle class has created in the 
modern age, we should be in much the same case as the Ameri¬ 
cans. W^e should be living with much the same absence of 
training for the sense of beauty through the eye, from the 
aspect of outward things. The American cities have hardly 
anything to please a trained or a natural sense for beauty. They 
have buildings which cost a great deal of money and produce a 
certain effect—buildings, shall I say, such as our Midland Station 
at St. Pancras; but nothing such as Somerset House or White¬ 
hall. One architect of genius they had—Richardson. I had the 
pleasure to know him; he is dead, alas! Much of his work was 
injured by the conditions under which he was obliged to 
execute it; I can recall but one building, and that of no great 
importance, where he seems to have had his own way, to be 
fully himself; but that is indeed excellent. In general, where the 
Americans succeed best in their architecture—in that art so 
indicative and educative of a people’s sense for beauty—is in the 
fashion of their villa-cottages in wood. These are often original 
and at the same time very pleasing, but they are pretty and 
coquettish, not beautiful. Of the really beautiful in the other 
arts, and in literature, very little has been produced there as 
yet. I asked a German portrait painter, whom I found painting 
and prospering in America, how he liked the country. "How 
can an artist like it?” was his answer. The American artists live 
chiefly in Europe; all Americans of cultivation and wealth visit 
Europe more and more constantly. The mere nomenclature of 
the country acts upon a cultivated person like the incessant 
pricking of pins. What people in whom the sense for beauty 
and fitness was quick could have invented, or could tolerate, the 
hideous names ending in ville, the Briggsvilles, Higginsvilles, 
Jacksonvilles, rife from Maine to Florida; the jumble of unnat- 


MATTHEW ARNOLD 


135 


Albany to R?ff I F £ everywhere ? On the line front 

dassical difhnn °’ r, haVe - ° ne Paft> half the names in th^ 
folly “ due to , 7 deS 'S nate th u e statI °ns ' it is said that the 
frj, 15 d , ue L t0 a surveyor who, when the country was laid out 

appened to possess a classical dictionary; but7 people with 

any artist-sense would have put down that surveyor. The Ameri 

llus^r S y retain hiS n u amCS; and ' inde£d - h ‘ s strange Mar. 

£ enital Bnggsvili e e. ,S ** ^ W ° rSe than their «>"- 

StaSs m for h the t0 beau f7’ and a i t0 the P rovision > i" United 
Wh u h ° f beauty - As t0 distinction, and the interest 
hich human nature seeks from enjoying the effect made upon 

1 tde to h ‘f deVated) * e case i s m uch the same. There is very 
e to create such an effect, very much to thwart it. Goethe says 

somewhere that "the thrill of awe ,s the best thing human! 

wanting ;t 1 fsto er 5 bea | diSCi ? line Which the Americans are 
intense g rel the dlsc, P 1 ‘ ne °f awe and respect. An austere and 
tense religion imposed on their Puritan founders the disci- 
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but this religion is dying out. The Americans have produced 
plenty of men strong, shrewd, upright, able, effective; very 
few who are highly distinguished. Alexander Hamilton is indeed 
a man of rare distinction; Washington, though he has not the 
high mental distinction of Pericles or Caesar, has true distinc¬ 
tion of style and character. But these men belong to the pre- 
Amencan age. Lincoln’s recent American biographers declare 
hat Washington is but an Englishman, an English officer; the 
typical American, they say, is Abraham Lincoln. Now Lincoln 
is shrewd, sagacious, humorous, honest, courageous, firm; he 
is a man with qualities deserving the most sincere esteem and 
praise, but he has not distinction. 


In truth, everything is against distinction in America, and 
against the sense of elevation to be gained through admiring and 
respecting it. The glorification of the "average man,” who is 

r ! ] !^ ,0n with statesmen and publicists there, is against 
it. The addiction to the "funny man," who is the national mis¬ 
fortune there, is against it. Above all, the newspapers are 
against it. r 

It is often said that every nation has the government it 
deserves. What is much more certain is that every nation has 
the newspapers it deserves. The newspaper is the direct product 
of the want felt; the supply answers closely and inevitably to 
the demand. I suppose no one knows what the American news¬ 
papers are, who has not been obliged, for some length of time, 



136 America Is Not Interesting 

4:o read either those newspapers or none at all. Powerful and 
valuable contributions occur scattered about in them. But on the 
whole, and taking the total impression and effect made by them, 
I should say that if one were searching for the best means to 
efface and kill in a whole nation the discipline of respect, the 
feeling for what is elevated, one could not do better than take 
the American newspapers. The absence of truth and soberness 
in them, the poverty in serious interest, the personality and 
sensation-mongering, are beyond relief. There are a few news¬ 
papers which are in whole, or in part, exceptions. The New 
York Nation, a weekly paper, may be paralleled with the 
Saturday Review as it was in its old and good days; but the 
New York Nation is conducted by a foreigner, and has an 
extremely small sale. In general, the daily papers are such that 
when one returns home one is moved to admiration and thank¬ 
fulness not only at the great London papers, like the Times or 
the Standard, but quite as much at the great provincial news¬ 
papers, too—papers like the Leeds Mercury and the Yorkshire 
Post in the north of England, like the Scotsman and the Glasgow 
Herald in Scotland.. . . 

I once declared that in England the born lover of ideas and of 
light could not but feel that the sky over his head is of brass 
and iron. And so I say that, in America, he who craves for the 
interesting in civilization, he who requires from what surrounds 
him satisfaction for his sense of beauty, his sense for elevation, 
will feel the sky over his head to be of brass and iron. The human 



of what is elevated and beautiful, of what is interesting. 

The want is grave; it was probably, though he does not exactly 
bring it out, influencing Sir Lepel Griffin's feelings when he 
said that America is one of the last countries in which one would 
like to live. The w'ant is such to make any educated man feel 
that many countries, much less free and prosperous than the 
United States, are yet more truly civilized; have more which is 
interesting, have more to say to the soul; are countries, therefore, 
in which one would rather live. 

The want is graver because it is so little recognized by the 
mass of Americans; nay, so loudly denied by them. If the com¬ 
munity over there perceived the want and regretted it, sought 
for the right way of remedying it, and resolved that remedied it 
should be; if they said, or even if a number of leading spirits 
amongst them said: "Yes, we see what is wanting to our 
civilization, we see that the average man is a danger, we see that 
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our newspapers are a scandal, that bondage to the common and 
ignoble is our snare; but under the circumstances our civilization 
could not well have been expected to begin differently. What 
you see are beginnings, they are crude, they are too predomi¬ 
nantly material, they omit much, leave much to be desired— 
but they could not have been otherwise, they have been inevi- 
table and we will rise above them”; if the American frankly 
said this one would not have a word to bring against it. One 
would then insist on no shortcoming, one would accept their 
admission that the human problem is at present quite insuffi¬ 
ciently solved by them, and would press the matter no further. 
One would congratulate them on having solved the political 
problem and the social problem so successfully, and only remark 
as I have said already, that in seeing clear and thinking straight 
on our political and social questions, we have great need to 
follow the example they set on theirs. 

But now the Americans seem, in certain matters, to have 
agreed, as a people, to deceive themselves that they have what 
they have not, to cover the defects in their civilization by boast¬ 
ing, to fancy that they well and truly solve, not only the political 
and social problem, but the human problem too. One would 
say that they really do hope to find in tall talk and inflated senti¬ 
ment a substitute for that real sense of elevation which human 
nature, as I have said, instinctively craves—and a substitute 
which may do as well as the genuine article. The thrill of awe, 
which Goethe pronounces to be the best thing humanity has! 
they would fain create by proclaiming themselves at the top of 
their voices to be the greatest nation upon earth,” by assuring 
one another, in the language of their national historian, that 
'American democracy proceeds in its ascent as uniformly and 
majestically as the laws of being, and is as certain as the decrees 
of eternity.” 

Or, again, far from admitting that their newspapers are a 
scandal, they assure one another that their newspaper press is 
one of their most signal distinctions. Far from admitting that in 
literature they as yet produced little that is important, they 
play at treating American literature as if it were a great inde¬ 
pendent power; they reform the spelling of the English language 
by the insight of their average man. For every English writer 
they have an American writer to match; and him good Ameri¬ 
cans read. The Western States are at this moment being nourished 
and formed, we hear, on the novels of a native author called 
Roe, instead of those of Scott and Dickens. Far from admitting 
that their average man is a danger, and that his predominance 
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has brought about a plentiful lack of refinement, distinction, 
and beauty, they declare in the words of my friend Colonel 
Higginson, a prominent critic at Boston, that "Nature said, 
some years since: 'Thus far the English is my best race, but 
we have had Englishmen enough; put in one drop more of 
nervous fluid and make the American.’ And with that drop a 
new range of promise opened on the human race, and a lighter, 
finer, more highly organized type of mankind was born. Far 
from admitting that the American accent, as the pressure of their 
climate and of their average man has made it, is a thing to be 
striven against, they assure one another that it is the right accent, 
the standard English speech of the future. It reminds me of a 
thing in Smollet’s dinner-party of authors. Seated by "the phi¬ 
losopher who is writing a most orthodox refutation of Boling- 
broke, but in the meantime has just been presented to the Grand 
Jury as a public nuisance for having blasphemed in an alehouse 
on the Lord’s day”—seated by this philosopher is "the Scotch¬ 
man who is giving lectures on the pronunciation of the English 
language.” 

The worst of it is that all this tall talk and self-glorification 
meets with hardly any rebuke from sane criticism over there. . . . 

The new West promises to beat in the game of brag even the 
stout champions I have been quoting. Those belong to the old 
Eastern States; and the other day there was sent to me a Cali¬ 
fornian newspaper which calls all the Easterners "the unhappy 
denizens of a forbidding clime,’’ and adds: "The time will 
surely come when all roads will lead to California. Here will be 
the home of art, science, literature, and profound knowledge.” 

Common-sense criticism, I repeat, of all this hollow stuff there 
is in America next to none. There are plenty of cultivated, 
judicious, delightful individuals there. They are our hope and 
America’s hope; it is through their means that improvement 
must come. They know perfectly well how false and hollow the 
boastful stuff talked is; but they let the storm of self-laudation 
rage, and say nothing. For political opponents and their doings 
there are in America hard words to be heard in abundance; for 
the real faults in American civilization, and for the foolish 
boasting which prolongs them, there is hardly a word of regret 
or blame, at least in public. Even in private, many of the most 
cultivated Americans shrink from the subject, are irritable and 
thin-skinned when it is canvassed. Public treatment of it, in a 
cool and sane spirit of criticism, there is none. In vain I might 
plead that I had set a good example of frankness, in confessing 
over here, that, so far from solving our problems successfully, 
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we in England find ourselves with an upper class materialized 
a middle class vulgarized, and lower class brutalized. But it 
seems that nothing will embolden an American critic to say 
firmly and aloud to his countrymen and to his newspapers, that 

iri j L erica ttie y d° not solve the human problem successfully 
and that with their present methods they never can. Conse¬ 
quently, the masses of the American people do really come to 
believe all they hear about their finer nervous organization 
and the rightness of the American accent, and the importance 
ot American literature; that is to say, they see things not as they 
are, but as they would like to see them be; they deceive them¬ 
selves totally. And by such self-deception they shut against 
themselves the door to improvement, and do their best to make 
the reign of das Gemeine eternal. In what concerns the solving 
of the political and social problem they see clear and think 
straight; in what concerns the higher civilization they live in a 
fool s paradise. That it is which makes a famous French critic 
speak of "the hard unintelligence of the people of the United 
States of the very people who in general pass for being 
specially intelligent; and so, within certain limits, they are. But 
they have been so plied with nonsense and boasting that outside 
those limits, and where it is a question of things in which their 
civilization is weak, they seem, very many of them, as if in such 
things they had no power of perception whatever, no idea of a 
proper scale, no sense of the difference between good and bad. 
And at this rate they can never, after solving the political and 
social problem with success, go on to solve happily the human 

problem too, and thus at last make their civilization full and 
interesting. 

To sum up, then. What really dissatisfies in American civiliza¬ 
tion is the want of the interesting, a want due chiefly to the want 
of those two great elements of the interesting, which are eleva¬ 
tion and beauty. And the want of these elements is increased 
and prolonged by the Americans being assured that they have 
them when they have them not. And it seems to me that what 
the Americans now most urgently require is not so much a vast 
additional development of orthodox Protestantism, but rather a 
steady exhibition of cool and sane criticism by their men of 
light and leading over there. 


Matthew Arnold. Civilization in the United States, First and Last 
Impressions of America. Boston, 1888. 


The Faults and Strength of 
American Democracy 

James Bryce 


no foreigner ever wrote more comprehensively, more un- 
derstandingly, or more sympathetically about America than 
the beloved British Ambassador, James Bryce, and The 
American Commonwealth (1888), from which these chap¬ 
ters are taken, has justly become a classic. Born in Belfast 
in 1838, educated at the universities of Glasgow, Oxford, 
and Heidelberg, Bryce achieved fame at the age of twenty- 
four with his remarkable book on the Holy Roman Ernpne, 
and thereafter devoted his long life to scholarship and 
public service. Admitted to the bar in 1867, Bryce became 
Regius Professor of Law at Oxford in 1870, and began 
those studies in jurisprudence and politics which won him 
international fame. His political career began with election 
to Parliament in 1880; he rapidly became one of the most 
influential figures in the counsels of the Liberal party, serv¬ 
ing in many important secretarial and cabinet offices. An 
indefatigable traveler, Bryce visited the United States fre¬ 
quently, and The American Commonwealth was based on 
an intimate personal acquaintance as well as on thorough 
scholarly investigation. On its publication it was greeted 
with almost unqualified praise, and for over half a century 
it has held its position as the most thorough, discriminating, 
and penetrating analysis of American politics and society 
in literature. In 1907 Bryce was appointed Ambassador to 
the United States, a position which he filled with distinc¬ 
tion. Of his numerous other writings, his two-volume work 
on Modern Democracies is the most important. 
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THE TRUE FAULTS OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY 

We have seen that the defects commonly attributed to demo¬ 
cratic government are not specially characterstic of the United 
States. It remains to inquire what are the peculiar blemishes 
which the country does show. So far as regards the constitu¬ 
tional machinery of the Federal and of the State government 
this question has been answered in earlier chapters. It is now 
rather the tendency of the institutions generally, the disposition 
and habits of the governing people, that we have to consider. 
The word Democracy is often used to mean a spirit or tendency, 
sometimes the spirit of revolution, sometimes the spirit of 
equality. For our present purpose it is better to take it as denoting 
simply a form of government, that in which the numerical 
majority rules, deciding questions of state by the votes, whether 
directly, as in the ancient republics, or mediately, as in modern 
representative government, of the body of citizens, the citizens 
being if not the whole, at least a very large proportion of the 
adult males. We may properly begin by asking, What are the 
evils to which we may expect such a form of government to be 
exposed? and may then go on to see whether any others are 
discoverable in the United States which, though traceable to 
democracy, are not of its essence, but due to the particular form 
which it has there taken. 

It is an old maxim that republics Jive by Virtue—that is, by 
the maintenance of a high level of public spirit and justice among 
the citizens. If the republic be one in which power is confined 
to, or practically exercised by, a small educated class, the main¬ 
tenance of this high level is helped by the sense of personal 
dignity which their position engenders. If the republic itself be 
small, and bear rule over others, patriotism may be intense, and 
the sense of the collective dignity of the state may ennoble the 
minds of the citizens, make them willing to accept sacrifices for 
its sake, to forego private interests and suppress private resent¬ 
ments, in order to be strong against the outer world. But if the 
state be very large, and the rights of all citizens equal, we must 
not expect them to rise above the average level of human nature. 
Rousseau and Jefferson will tell us that this level is high, that 
the faults which governments have hitherto shown are due 
to the selfishness of privileged persons and classes, that the 
ordinary unsophisticated man will love justice, desire the good 
of others, need no constraint to keep him in the right path. 
Experience will contradict them, and whether it talks of Original 
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Sin or adopts some less scholastic phrase, will recognize that the 
tendencies to evil in human nature are not perhaps as strong, but 
as various and abiding even in the most civilized societies, as its 
impulses to good. Hence the rule of numbers means the rule of 
ordinary mankind without those artificial helps which their priv¬ 
ileged position has given to limited governing classes, though 
also, no doubt, without those special temptations which follow 
in the wake of power and privilege. 

Every question that arises in the conduct of government is 
either a question of ends or a question of means; and errors may 
be committed by the ruling power either in fixing on wrong ends 
or in choosing wrong means to secure those ends. It is now, after 
long resistance by those who maintained that they knew better 
what was good for the people than the people knew themselves, 
at last agreed that as the masses are better judges of what will 
conduce to their own happiness than are the classes placed above 
them, they must be allowed to determine ends. This is in fact the 
essence of free or popular government, and the justification for 
vesting power in numbers. But assuming the end to be given, 
who is best qualified to select the means for its accomplishment? 
To do so needs in many cases a knowledge of the facts, a skill 
in interpreting them, a power of forecasting the results of 
measures, unattainable by the mass of mankind. Such knowledge 
is too high for them. It is attainable only by trained econ¬ 
omists, legists, statesmen. If the masses attempt it they will 
commit mistakes not less serious than those which befall a 
litigant who insists on conducting a complicated case instead 
of leaving it to his attorney and counsel. But in popular govern¬ 
ments this distinction between ends and means is apt to be 
forgotten. Often it is one which cannot be sharply drawn, 
because some ends are means to larger ends, and some means 
are desired not only for the sake of larger ends, but for their 
own sakes also. And the habit of trusting its own wisdom and 
enjoying its own power, in which the multitude is encouraged 
by its leaders and servants, disposes it to ignore the distinction 
even where the distinction is clear, and makes it refer to the 
direct arbitrament of the people matters which the people are 
unfit to decide, and which they might safely leave to their trained 
ministers or representatives. Thus we find that the direct govern¬ 
ment of the multitude may become dangerous not only because 
the multitude shares the faults and follies of ordinary human 
nature, but also because it is intellectually incompetent for the 
delicate business of conducting the daily work of government, 
i.e., of choosing and carrying out with vigour and promptitude 
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at any supreme moment in his own life rise to a higher level than 
that on which he usually moves, so we look to find those who 
conduct the affairs of a great state inspired by a sense of the 
magnitude of the interests entrusted to them. Their horizon 
ought to be expanded, their feeling of duty quickened, their 
dignity of attitude enhanced. Human nature with all its weak¬ 
nesses does show itself capable of being thus roused on its imag¬ 
inative side; and in Europe, where the traditions of aristocracy 
survive, everybody condemns as mean or unworthy acts done 
or language held by a great official which would pass unnoticed 
in a private citizen. It is the principle of noblesse oblige with the 
sense of duty and trust substituted for that of mere hereditary 
rank. 

Such a sentiment is comparatively weak in America. A cabinet 
minister, or senator, or governor of a State, sometimes even a 
President, hardly feels himself more bound by it than the direc¬ 
tor of a railway company or the mayor of a town does in Europe. 
Not assuming himself to be individually wiser, stronger, or 
better than his fellow-citizens, he acts and speaks as though he 
were still simply one of them, and so far from magnifying his 
office and making it honourable, seems anxious to show that he 
is the mere creature of the popular vote, so filled by the sense 
that it is the people and not he who governs as to fear that he 
should be deemed to have forgotten his personal insignificance. 
There is in the United States abundance of patriotism, that is to 
say, of a passion for the greatness and happiness of the Republic, 
and a readiness to make sacrifices for it. The history of the 
Civil War showed that this passion is at least as strong as in 
England or France. There is no want of an appreciation of the 
collective majesty of the nation, for this is the theme of incessant 
speeches, nor even of the past and future glories of each particu¬ 
lar State in the Union. But these sentiments do not bear their 
appropriate fruit in raising the conception of public office, of 
its worth and its dignity. The newspapers assume public men to 
be selfish and cynical. Disinterested virtue is not looked for, is 
perhaps turned into ridicule where it exists. The hard com¬ 
mercial spirit which pervades the meetings of a joint-stock com¬ 
pany is the spirit in which most politicians speak of public busi¬ 
ness, and are not blamed for speaking. Something, especially in 
the case of newspapers, must be allowed for the humorous tend¬ 
encies of the American mind, which likes to put forward the 
absurd and even vulgar side of things for the sake of getting fun 
out of them. But after making such allowances, the fact remains 
that, although no people is more emotional, and even in a sense 
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more poetical, in no country is the ideal side of public life, what 
one may venture to call the heroic element in a public career, so 
ignored by the mass and repudiated by the leaders. This affects 
not only the elevation but the independence and courage of 
public men; and the country suffers from the want of what we 
call distinction in its conspicuous figures. 

I have discussed in a previous chapter the difficulties which 
surround the rule of public opinion where it allows little discre¬ 
tion to its agents, relying upon its own competence to supervise 
administration and secure the legislation which a progressive 
country needs. The American masses have been obliged, both by 
democratic theory and by the structure of their government, to 
proceed upon the assumption of their own competence. They 
have succeeded better than could have been expected. No people 
except the choicest children of England, long trained by the 
practice of local self-government at home and in the colonies 
before their revolt, could have succeeded half so well. Still the 
masses of the United States as one finds them to-day are no 
exception to the rule that some problems are beyond the com¬ 
petence of the average man. They can deal with broad and simple 
issues, especially with issues into which a moral element enters. 
They spoke out with a clear strong voice upon slavery, when at 
last it had become plain that slavery must either spread or vanish, 
and threw themselves with enthusiasm into the struggleTor the 
Union. Their instinctive dislike for foreign annexation foiled 
President Grant’s plan for acquiring San Domingo. Their sense 
of national and commercial honour has defeated more than one 
mischievous scheme for tampering with the public debt. But 
when a question of intricacy presents itself, requiring cither 
keen foresight, exact reasoning, or wide knowledge, they are at 
fault. Questions relating to currency and coinage, free trade and 
protection, improvements in the machinery of constitutions or of 
municipal governments, the control of corporations by the law, 
the method of securing purity of elections, these are problems 
which have continued to baffle them, just as the Free Soil ques¬ 
tion did before the war or the reconstruction of the revolted 
Southern States for a long time after. In those two instances a 
solution came about, but in the former it was not so much effected 
by the policy of the people or their statesmen as forced on them 
by events, in the latter it has left serious evils behind. 

Is this a defect incidental to all popular governments, or is 
there anything in the American system specially calculated to 
produce it? 

A state must of course take the people as it finds them, with 
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such elements of ignorance and passion as exists in masses of 
men everywhere. Nevertheless a representative or parliamentary 
system provides the means of mitigating the evils to be feared 
from ignorance or haste, for it vests the acutal conduct of affairs 
in a body of specially chosen and presumably specially qualified 
men, who may themselves entrust such of their functions as 
need peculiar knowledge or skill to a smaller governing body 
or bodies selected in respect of their more eminent fitness. By 
this method the defects of democracy are remedied, while its 
strength is retained. The masses give their impulse to the repre¬ 
sentatives: the representatives, directed by the people to secure 
certain ends, bring their skill and experience to bear on the 
choice and application of the best means. The Americans, how¬ 
ever have not so constructed or composed their representative 
bodies as to secure a large measure of these benefits. The legis¬ 
latures are disjoined from the administrative offices. The mem¬ 
bers of legislatures are not chosen for their ability or experience, 
but are, five-sixths of them, little above the average citizen. They 
are not much respected or trusted, and finding nothing excep¬ 
tional expected from them, they behave as ordinary men. The 
separation of the executive from the legislature is a part of the 
constitutional arrangements of the country, and has no doubt 
some advantages. The character of the legislatures is due to a 
mistaken view of human equality and an exaggerated devotion 
to popular sovereignty. It is a result of democratic theory pushed 
to extremes, but is not necessarily incident to a democratic 
government. The government of England, for instance, has now 
become substantially a democracy, but there is no reason why it 
should imitate America in either of the points just mentioned, 
nor does democratic France, apt enough to make a bold use of 
theory, seem to have pushed theory to excess in these particular 
directions. I do not, however, deny that a democratic system 
makes the people self-confident, and that self-confidence may 
easily pass into a jealousy of delegated power, an undervaluing 
of skill and knowledge, a belief that any citizen is good enough 
for any political work. This is perhaps more likely to happen 
with a people who have really reached a high level of political 
competence: and so one may say that the reason why the Ameri¬ 
can democracy is not better is because it is so good. Were it less 
educated, less shrewd, less actively interested in public affairs, 
less independent in spirit, it might be more disposed, like the 
masses in Europe, to ook up to the classes which have hitherto 
done the w'ork of governing. So perhaps the excellence of rural 
local self-government has lowered the conception of national 
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government. The ordinary American farmer or shopkeeper or 
artisan bears a part in the local government of his township or 
village, or county, or small municipality. He is quite com¬ 
petent to discuss the questions that arise there. He knows his 
fellow-citizens, and can, if he takes the trouble, select the fittest 
of them for local office. No high standard of fitness is needed, 
for the work of local administration can be adequately despatched 
by an y sensible man of business habits. Taking his ideas from 
this local government, he images Congress to himself as nothing 
more than a larger town council or board of county commis¬ 
sioners, the President and his Cabinet as a sort of bigger mayor 
and city treasurer and education superintendent; he is therefore 
content to choose for high Federal posts such persons as he would 
elect for these local offices. They are such as he is himself; and it 
would seem to him a disparagement of his own civic worth were 
he to deem his neighbours, honest, hard-working, keen-witted 
men, unfit for any places in the service of the Republic. 

The comparative indifference to political life of the educated 
and wealthy classes which is so much preached at by American 
reformers and dwelt on by European critics is partly due to 
this attitude of the multitude. These classes find no smooth and 
easy path lying before them. Since the masses do not look to them 
for guidance, they do not come forward to give it. If they wish 
for office they must struggle for it, avoiding the least appearance 
of presuming on their social position. I think, however, that the 
abstention of the upper class is largely ascribable to causes, set 
forth in a previous chapter, that have little to do with democ¬ 
racy; and while believing that the United States have suffered 
from this abstention—it seems to be now passing away—do not 
regard it as an inseparable incident of their government. Acci¬ 
dental causes, such as the Spoils System, which is a comparatively 
recent and evidently curable distemper, have largely contributed 
to it. 

The Spoils System reminds us of the Machine and the whole 
organization of Rings and Bosses. This is the ugliest feature 
in the current politics of the country. Must it be set down to 
democracy? To some extent, yes. It could not have grown up 
save in popular government; and some of the arrangements 
which have aided its growth, such as the number and frequency 
of elections, have been dictated by what may be called the 
narrow doctrinarism of democracy. But these arrangements are 
not essential to the safety of the government; and the other 
causes which have brought about the machine politics of cities 
seem to be preventive causes. The city masses may improve if 
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immigration declines, offices may cease to be the reward of party 
victory, the better citizens may throw themselves more actively 

into political work. . , 

That corruption should exist under a democracy is no doubt a 

reproach to a government which holds up, and needs for its 
safe working, a higher standard of virtue than any other. Remem¬ 
bering, however, that it was rife in the English Parliament a 
century and a half ago, in English constituencies thirty years 
ago, and that it prevails under the despotism of Russia to-day, 
while not uncommon in some other European monarchies, we 
shall be in no danger of connecting it with the form of the 
American government. There are diseases which attack the body 
politic, like the natural body, at certain stages of growth, but 
disappear when a nation has passed into another stage, or when 
sedulous experimentation has discovered the appropriate remedy. 
The corruption of Parliament in Sir Robert Walpole s days char¬ 
acterized a period of transition when power had passed to the 
House of Commons, but the control of the people over the House 
had not yet been fully established, and when, through a variety 
of moral causes, the tone of the nation was comparatively low. 
The corruption of the electorate in English boroughs appeared 
when a seat had become an object of desire to rich men, while yet 
the interest of the voters in public affairs was so feeble that they 
were willing to sell their votes, and their number often so small 
that each vote fetched a high price. The growth of intelligence 
and independence among the people, as well as the introduction 
of severe penalties for bribery, and the extinction of small con¬ 
stituencies, have now almost extinguished electoral corruption. So 
in America it may be expected that the more active conscience of 
the people and the reform of the civil service will cut down, if 
they do not wholly eradicate, such corruption as now infests the 
legislative bodies, while better ballot and election laws may do 
the same for the constituencies. 

A European critic may remark that this way of presenting the 
case ignores the evils and losses which defective government 
involves. "If,” he will say, "the mass of mankind possess neither 
the knowledge nor the leisure nor the skill to determine the legis¬ 
lation and policy of a great state, will not the vigour of the 
commonwealth decline and its resources be squandered ? Will not 
a nation ruled by its average men in reliance on their own average 
wisdom be overtaken in the race of prosperity or overpowered 
in a warlike struggle by a nation of equal resources which is 
guided by its most capable minds?” The answer to this criticism 
is that America has hitherto been able to afford to squander her 
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resources, and that no other state threatens her. With her wealth 
and in her position she can with impunity commit errors which 
might be fatal to the nations of Western Europe. 

Of the deficiencies summarized in this chapter, those which 
might seem to go deepest, because they have least to do with the 
particular constitutional arrangements of the country, and are 
most directly the offspring of its temper and habits, are the 
prominence of inferior men in politics and the absence of dis¬ 
tinguished figures. The people are good, but not good enough 
to be able to dispense with efficient service by capable represen¬ 
tatives and officials, wise guidance by strong and enlightened 
leaders. But they are neither well served nor well led. If it were 
clear that these are the fruits of liberty and equality, the pros¬ 
pects of the world would be darker than we have been wont to 
think them. They are the fruits not of liberty and equality, but 
of an optimism which has underrated the inherent difficulties of 
politics and failings of human nature, of a theory which has 
confused equality of civil rights and duties with equality of 
capacity, and of a thoughtlessness which has forgotten that the 
problems of the world and the dangers which beset society are 
always putting on new faces and appearing in new directions. 
The Americans started their Republic with a determination to 
prevent abuses of power such as they had suffered from the 
British Crown. Freedom seemed the one thing necessary; and 
freedom was thought to consist in cutting down the powers of 
legislatures and officials. Freedom was the national boast during 
the years that followed down till the Civil War, and in the de¬ 
light of proclaiming themselves superior in this regard to the 
rest of the world they omitted to provide themselves with the 
other requisites for good government, and forgot that power 
may be abused in other ways than by monarchic tyranny or legis¬ 
lative usurpation. They continued to beat the drum along the 
old ramparts erected in 1776 and 1789 against George III., or 
those who might try to imitate him, when the enemy had moved 
quite away from that side of the position, and was beginning to 
threaten their rear. No maxim was more popular among them 
than that which declares eternal vigilance to be the price of free¬ 
dom. Unfortunately their vigilance took account only of the old 
dangers, and did not note the development of new ones, as if 
the captain of a man-of-war were to think only of his guns and 
armour-plating, and neglect to protect himself against torpedoes. 
Thus abuses were suffered to grow up, which seemed trivial in 
the midst of so general a prosperity; and good citizens who 
were occupied in other and more engrossing ways, allowed 
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politics to fall into the hands of mean men. The efforts which 
these citizens are now making to recover the control of public 
business would have encountered fewer obstacles had they been 
made sooner. But the obstacles will be overcome. No one I 
think, who has studied either the history of the American people, 
or their present mind and habits, will conclude that there is 
among them any jealousy of merit, any positive aversion to 
culture or knowledge. Neither the political arrangements nor 
the social and economical conditions of the country tend at this 
moment to draw its best intellects and loftiest characters into 
public life. But the democratic temper of the people does not 
stand in the way. 

The commonest of the old charges against democracy was that 
it passed into ochlocracy. I have sought to show that this has not 
happened, and is not likely to happen in America. The features 
of mob-rule do not appear in her system, whose most character¬ 
istic faults are the existence of a class of persons using govern¬ 
ment as a means of private gain and the menacing power of 
wealth. Plutocracy, which the ancients contrasted with democ¬ 
racy. has shown in America an inauspicious affinity for certain 
professedly democratic institutions. 

Perhaps no form of government needs great leaders so much 
as democracy. The fatalistic habit of mind perceptible among 
the Americans needs to be corrected by the spectacle of courage 
and independence taking their own path, and not looking to see 
whither the mass are moving. Those whose material prosperity 
tends to lap them in self-complacency and dull the edge of aspi¬ 
ration, need to be thrilled by the emotions which great men can 
excite, stimulated by the ideals they present, stirred to a loftier 
sense of what national life may attain. In some countries men 
of brilliant gifts may be dangerous to freedom; but the ambi¬ 
tion of American statesmen has been schooled to flow in consti¬ 
tutional channels, and the Republic is strong enough to stand 
any strain to which the rise of heroes may expose her. 

THE STRENGTH OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY 

Those merits of American government which belong to its 
Federal Constitution have been already discussed: we have now 
to consider such as flow from the rule of public opinion, from 
the temper, habits, and ideas of the people. 

I. The first is that of Stability.—As one test of a human 
body’s soundness is its capacity for reaching a great age, so it is 
high praise for a political system that it has stood no more 
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changed than any institution must change in a changing world 
and that it now gives every promise of durability. The people 

h/* ° U mu y r att f Ched t0 the form which their national life 
t ^ k f e , n - The F f d . era ‘ Constitution is, to their eyes, an almost 

C u U 1 an Ark of the Covenant, whereon no man may lay 
rash hands. Everywhere in Europe one hears schemes of radical 

c ange freely discussed. There is a strong monarchical party in 
rrance, a republican party in Italy and Spain. There are anar¬ 
chists in Germany and Russia. Even in England, it is impossible 
to reel confident that any one of the existing institutions of the 
country will be standing fifty years hence. But in the United 
states the discussion of political problems busies itself with 
details and assumes that the main lines must remain as they are 
tor ever. This conservative spirit, jealousy watchful even in small 
matters, sometimes prevents reforms, but it assures to the people 
an easy mind, and a trust in their future which they feel to be 
not only a present satisfaction but a reservoir of strength. 

The best proof of the well-braced solidity of the system is 
that it survived the Civil War, changed only in a few points 
wh,ch have not greatly affected the balance of National and 
Mate powers. Another must have struck every European travel¬ 
ler who questions American publicists about the institutions of 
their country. When I first travelled in the United States, I used 
to ask thoughtful men, superior to the prejudices of custom, 

not think the States’ system defective in such 
and such points, whether the legislative authority of Congress 
might not profitably be extended, whether the suffrage ought 
not to be restricted as regards negroes or immigrants, and so 
orth. Whether assenting or dissenting, the persons questioned 
invariably treated such matters as purely speculative, saying that 
the present arrangements were far too deeply rooted for their 
alteration to come within the horizon of practical politics. So 
when a serious trouble arises, a trouble which in Europe would 
reaten revolution, the people face it quietly, and assume that 
a tolerable solution will be found. At the disputed election of 
1876, when each of the two great parties, heated with conflict, 
claimed that its candidate had been chosen President, and the 
Constitution supplied no way out of the difficulty, public tran¬ 
quility was scarcely disturbed, and the public funds fell but 
httle. A method was invented of settling the question which 
both sides acquiesced in, and although the decision was a bound¬ 
less disappointment to the party which had cast the majority of 
the popular vote, that party quietly submitted to lose those spoils 
of office whereon its eyes had been feasting. 
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II Feeline the law to be its own work, the people is disposed 
to obey the law.-In a preceding chapter I have examined^occa¬ 
sional instances of the disregard of the law, and the supersessi 
of its tardy methods by the action of the crowd. Such instances 
scarcely affect the credit which the Americans are specially eager 
to claim of being a law-abiding community. It is the best result 
that can be ascribed to the direct participation of the people in 
their government that they have the love of the maker for his 
work that every citizen looks upon a statute as a regulation made 
by himself for his own guidance no less than for that of others 
every official as a person he has himself chosen, and whom it is 
therefore his interest, with no disparagement to his personal in¬ 
dependence, to obey. Plato thought that those who felt their own 
sovereignty would be impatient of all control: nor is it to be 
denied that the principle of equality may result in lowering the 
status and dignity of a magistrate. But as regards law and order 
the gain much exceeds the loss, for every one feels that there is 
no appeal from the law, behind which there stands the force 
of the nation. Such a temper can exist and bear these fruits 
only where minorities, however large, have learned to submit 
patiently to majorities, however small. But that is the one lesson 
which the American government through every grade and in 
every department daily teaches, and which it has w'oven into the 
texture of every citizen’s mind. The habit of living under a rigid 
constitution superior to ordinary statutes—indeed two rigid con¬ 
stitutions, since the State Constitution is a fundamental law 
within its own sphere no less than is the Federal—intensifies this 
legality of view, since it may turn all sorts of questions which 
have not been determined by a direct vote of the people into 
questions of legal construction. It even accustoms people to sub¬ 
mit to see their direct vote given in the enactment of a State 
Constitution nullified by the decision of a court holding that the 
Federal Constitution has been contravened. Every page of Amer¬ 
ican history illustrates the wholesome results. The events of the 
last few years present an instance of the constraint which the 
people put on themselves in order to respect every form of law. 
The Mormons, a community not exceeding 140,000 persons, 
persistently defied all the efforts of Congress to root out polyg¬ 
amy, a practice eminently repulsive to American notions. If they 
inhabiled a State, Congress could not have interfered at all, but 
as Utah is only a Territory, Congress has a power of legislating 
for it which overrides Territorial ordinances passed by the local 
legislature. Thus they were really at the mercy of Congress, had 
it chosen to employ violent methods. But by entrenching them- 
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selves behind the letter of the Constitution, they continued for 
many years to maintain their peculiar institution’’ by evading 
the statutes passed against it and challenging a proof which 
under the common law rules of evidence it has been usually 
found impossible to give. Vehement declaimers hounded on 
Congress to take arbitrary means for the suppression of the 
practice, but Congress and the executive submitted to be out¬ 
witted rather than exceed their proper province, and succeeded 
at last (if indeed they have completely succeeded) only by a 
statute whose searching but moderate and strictly constitutional 
provisions the recalcitrants failed to evade. The same spirit of 
legality shows itself in misgoverned cities. Even where it is 
notorious that officials have been chosen by the grossest fraud 
and that they are robbing the city, the body of the people, how¬ 
ever indignant, recognize the authority, and go on paying the 
taxes which a Ring levies, because strict legal proof of the 
frauds and robberies is not forthcoming. Wrong-doing supplies 
a field for the display of virtue. 

III. There is a broad simplicity about the political ideas of the 
people, and a courageous consistency in carrying them out in 
practice. When they have accepted a principle, they do not shrink 
from applying it "right through,’’ however disagreeable in par¬ 
ticular cases some of the results may be. I am far from meaning 
that they are logical in the French sense of the word. They have 
little taste either for assuming abstract propositions or for syllo- 
gistically deducing practical conclusions therefrom. But when 
they have adopted a general maxim of policy or rule of action 
they show more faith in it than the English for instance would 
do, they adhere to it where the English would make exceptions, 
they prefer certainty and uniformity to the advantages which 
might occasionally be gained by deviation. If this tendency is 
partly the result of obedience to a rigid constitution, it is no less 
due to the democratic dislike of exceptions and complexities, 
which the multitude finds not only difficult of comprehension 
but disquieting to the individual who may not know how they 
will affect him. Take for instance the boundless freedom of the 
press. There are abuses obviously incident to such freedom, and 
these abuses have not failed to appear. But the Americans de¬ 
liberately hold that in view of the benefits which such freedom 
on the whole promises, abuses must be borne with and left to 
the sentiment of the people and the private law of libel to deal 
with. When the Ku Klux outrages disgraced several of the 
Southern States after the military occupation of those States had 
ceased, there was much to be said for sending back the troops 
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to protect the negroes and northern immigrants. But the general 
judgment that things ought to be allowed to take their natural 
course prevailed; and the result justified this policy, for the 
outrages after a while died out, when ordinary self-government 
had been restored. When recently a gigantic organization of 
unions of working men, purporting to unite the whole of Ameri¬ 
can labour, attempted to enforce its sentences against particular 
firms or corporations by a boycott in which all labourers were 
urged to join, there was displeasure, but no panic, no call for 
violent remedies. The prevailing faith in liberty and in the good 
sense of the mass was unshaken; and the result is already justi¬ 
fying this tranquil faith. This tendency is not an unmixed bless¬ 
ing, for it sometimes allows evils to go too long unchecked. 
But on the whole it works for good. In giving equability to the 
system of government it gives steadiness and strength. It teaches 
the people patience, accustoming them to expect relief only by 
constitutional means. It confirms their faith in their institutions, 
as friends value one another more when their friendship has 
stood the test of a journey full of hardships. 

IV. It is a great merit of American government that it relies 
very little on officials, and arms them with little power of arbi¬ 
trary interference. The reader who has followed the description 
of Federal authorities, State authorities, county and city or town¬ 
ship authorities, may think there is a great deal of administra¬ 
tion; but the reason why these descriptions are necessarily so 
minute is because the powers of each authority are so carefully 
and closely restricted. It is natural to fancy that a government 
of the people and by the people will be led to undertake many 
and various functions for the people, and in the confidence of 
its strength will constitute itself a general philanthropic agency 
for their social and economic benefit. There has doubtless been 
of late years a tendency in this direction, a tendency to which I 
shall advert in a later chapter. But it has taken the direction of 
acting through the law rather than through the officials. That is 
to say, when it prescribes to the citizen a particular course of 
action it has relied upon the ordinary legal sanctions, instead 
of investing the administrative officers with inquisitorial duties 
or powers that might prove oppressive, and when it has de¬ 
volved active functions upon officials, they have been functions 
serving to aid the individual and the community rather than to 
interfere with or supersede the action of private enterprise. As 
I have dwelt on the evils which may flow from the undue appli¬ 
cation of the doctrine of direct popular sovereignty, so one must 
place to the credit of that doctrine and the arrangements it has 
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dictated, the intelligence which the average native American 
shows in his political judgments, the strong sense he entertains 
of the duty of giving a vote, the spirit of alertness and enter- 
prise, which has made him self-heJpful above all other men. 

V There are no struggles between privileged and unprivi- 
ieged orders, not even that perpetual strife of rich and poor 
which is the oldest disease of civilized states. One must not pro¬ 
nounce broadly that there are no classes, for in parts of the 
country social distinctions have begun to grow up. But for politi¬ 
cal purposes classes scarcely exist. No one of the questions which 
now agitate the nation is a question between rich and poor. In¬ 
stead of suspicion, jealousy, and arrogance embittering the rela¬ 
tions of classes, good feeling and kindliness reign. Everything 
that government, as the Americans have hitherto understood 
the term, can give them, the poor have already, political power, 
equal civil rights, a career open to all citizens alike, not to speak 
of that gratuitous higher as well as elementary education which 
on their own economic principles the United States might have 
abstained from giving, but which political reasons have led them 
to provide with so unstinting a hand. Hence the poor have had 
nothing to fight for, no grounds for disliking the well-to-do, no 
complaints to make against them. The agitation of the last few 
years has been directed, not against the richer classes generally, 
but against incorporated companies and a few individual capi¬ 
talists, who have not unfrequently abused the powers which the 
privilege of incorporation conferred upon them, or employed 
their wealth to procure legislation opposed to the public inter¬ 
ests. Where language has been used like that with which France 
and Germany are familiar, it has been used, not by native Ameri¬ 
cans, but by new-comers, who bring their Old World passions 
with them. Property is safe, because those who hold it are far 
more numerous than those who do not: the usual motives for 
revolution vanish; universal suffrage, even when vested in igno¬ 
rant new-comers, can do comparatively little harm, because the 
masses have obtained everything which they could hope to attain 
except by a general pillage. And the native Americans, though 
the same cannot be said of some of the recent immigrants, are 
shrewd enough to see that the poor would suffer from such 
pillage no less than the rich. 

A European censor may make two reflections on the way in 
which I have presented this part of the case. He will observe 
that, after all, it is no more than saying that when you have got 
to the bottom you can fall no farther. You may be wounded 
and bleeding for all that. And he will ask whether, if property 
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is safe and contentment reigns, these advantages are not due to 
the economical conditions of a new and resourceful country, 
with an abundance of unoccupied land and mineral wealth, 
rather than to the democratic structure of the government. The 
answer to the first objection is, that the descent towards equality 
and democracy has involved no injury to the richer or better edu¬ 
cated classes: to the second, that although much must doubtless 
be ascribed to the bounty of nature, her favours have been so 
used by the people as to bring about a prosperity, a general dif¬ 
fusion of property, an abundance of freedom, of equality, and 
of good feeling which furnish the best security against the re¬ 
currence in America of chronic Old World evils, even when 
her economic state shall have become less auspicious than it 
now is. Wealthy and powerful such a country must have been 
under any form of government, but the speed with which she 
has advanced, and the employment of the sources of wealth to 
diffuse comfort among millions of families, may be placed to 
the credit of stimulative freedom. Wholesome habits have been 
established among the people whose value will be found when 
the times of pressure approach, and though the troubles that 
have arisen between labour and capital may not soon pass away, 
the sense of human equality, the absence of offensive privileges 
distinguishing class from class, will make those troubles less 
severe than in Europe, where they are complicated by the recol¬ 
lection of old wrongs, by arrogance on the one side and envy on 
the other. 

VI. The government of the Republic, limited and languid in 
ordinary times, is capable of developing immense vigour. It can 
pull itself together at moments of danger, can put forth unex¬ 
pected efforts, can venture on stretches of authority transcending 
not only ordinary practice but even ordinary law. This is the 
result of the unity of the nation. A divided people is a weak 
people, even if it obeys a monarch; a united people is doubly 
strong when it is democratic, for then the force of each indi¬ 
vidual will swells the collective force of the government, en¬ 
courages it, relieves it from internal embarrassments. Now the 
American people is united at moments of national concern from 
two causes. One is that absence of class divisions and jealousies 
which has been already described. The people are homogeneous: 
a feeling which stirs them stirs alike rich and poor, farmers and 
traders, Eastern menand Western men—one may now add, 
Southern men also. Their patriotism has ceased to be defiant, 
and is conceived as the duty of promoting the greatness and 
happiness of their country, a greatness which, as it does not look 
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F° mrl f a g gr T 0n > d ? es not redound specially, as it might in 
Europe, to the glory or benefit of the ruling caste or the military 

unifv is'Th ^ tHat - ° f J al ‘ the dti2ens ' 71,16 other 

lty is the tendency in democracies for the sentiment of the 

J ' lty ,° tdI u P° n , the sentiment of a minority. That faith in 
the popular voice whereof I have already spoken strengthens 
every feeling which has once become strong, and makes it rush 
like a wave over the country, sweeping everything before it. I 

o n °t mean that the people become wild with excitement, for 
beneath their noisy demonstrations they retain their composure 
and shrewd view of.facts. I mean only that the pervading sym- 
pathy stirs them to unwonted efforts. The steam is superheated 
but the effect is seen only in the greater expansive force which 
it exerts. Hence a spirited executive can in critical times go for¬ 
ward with a courage and confidence possible only to those who 
know that they have a whole nation behind them. The people 

a '"^ rank at on ce. With that surprising gift for organisation 
which they possess, they concentrate themselves on the immedi¬ 
ate object; they dispense with the ordinary constitutional re- 
stnctions; they make personal sacrifices which remind one of 

the self-devotion of Roman citizens in the earlier and better days 
of Rome. 7 

Speaking thus, I am thinking chiefly of the spirit evolved by 
the Civil War both in the North and South. But the sort of 
strength which a democratic government derives from its direct 
ependence on the people is seen in many smaller instances. 

In 1863, when on the making of a draft of men for the war the 
Irish mob rose in New York City, excited by the advance of 
General Robert E. Lee into Pennsylvania, the State governor 
called out the troops, and by them restored order with a stern 
vigour which would have done credit to Redetzsky or Cavaignac. 
More than a thousand rioters were shot down, and public 
opinion entirely approved the slaughter. Years after the war 
when the Orangemen of New York purposed to have a 12th of 
July procession through the streets, the Irish Catholics threat¬ 
ened to prevent it. The feeling of the native Americans was 
aroused at once; young men of wealth came back from their 
mountain and seaside resorts to fill the militia regiments which 
were called out to guard the procession, and the display of 
torce was so overwhelming that no disturbance followed. These 
Americans had no sympathy with the childish and mischievous 
partisanship which leads the Orangemen to perpetuate Old 
world feuds on New World soil. But processions were legal, 
and they were resolved that the law should be respected, and 



158 The Faults and Strength of American Democracy 

the spirit of disorder repressed. They would have been equally 
ready to protect a Roman Catholic procession. 

Given an adequate occasion, executive authority is more en¬ 
ergetic in America, more willing to take strong measures, more 
sure of support from the body of the people than it is in Eng¬ 
land. I may further illustrate what I mean by referring to the 
view which I found ordinary Americans take some eight years 
ago—for as to their present views I express no opinion—of the 
troubles of the English government and parliament in their 
efforts to govern Ireland. They thought that England was erring 
in her refusal of the demand for trenchant land legislation, and 
for enlarged self-government; that she would never succeed in 
doing everything by the imperial parliament, and through offi¬ 
cials taken from a particular class. They held that she ought to 
adopt a more broadly consistent and courageous policy, ought, 
in fact, to grant all such self-government as might be compatible 
with the maintenance of ultimate imperial control and imperial 
unity, and ought to take the results, oe they pleasant or the re¬ 
verse. But they also thought that she was erring by executive 
leniency, that the laws ought while they stood to be more un¬ 
sparingly carried out, that parliamentary obstruction ought to be 
more severely repressed, that any attempt at disobedience ought 
to be met by lead and steel. "Make good laws,” they said, "but 
see that whatever laws you make, you enforce. At present you are 
doing harm both ways. You are honouring neither liberty nor 
authority.” 

VII. Democracy has not only taught the Americans how to 
use liberty without abusing it, and how to secure equality: it has 
also taught them fraternity. That word has gone out of fashion 
in the Old World, and no wonder, considering what was done 
in its name in 1793, considering also that it still figures in the 
programme of assassins. Nevertheless there is in the United 
States a sort of kindliness, a sense of human fellowship, a 
recognition of the duty of mutual help owed by man to man, 
stronger than anywhere in the Old World, and certainly stronger 
than in the upper or middle classes of England, France, or Ger¬ 
many. The natural impulse of every citizen in America is to 
respect every other citizen, and to feel that citizenship consti¬ 
tutes a certain ground of respect. The idea of each man’s equal 
rights is so fully realized that the rich or powerful man feels 
it no indignity to take his turn among the crowd, and does not 
expect any deference from the poorest. An employer of labour 
has, I think, a keener sense of his duty to those whom he em¬ 
ploys than employers have in Europe. He has certainly a greater 
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sense of responsibility for the use of his wealth. The number of 
gifts for benevolent and other public purposes, the number of 
educational, artistic, literary, and scientific foundations, is larger 
than even in England, the wealthiest and most liberal of Euro¬ 
pean countries. Wealth is generally felt to be a trust, and exclu¬ 
siveness condemned not merely as indicative of selfishness but 
as a sort °f offence against the public. No one, for instance, 

inks of shutting up his pleasure-grounds; he seldom even 

builds a wall round them, but puts up low railings or a palisade 

so that the sight of his trees and shrubs is enjoyed by passers-by! 

lhat any one should be permitted either by opinion or by law to 

seal up many square miles of beautiful mountain country against 

tourists or artists is to the ordinary American almost incredible 

buch things are to him the marks of a land still groaning under 
feudal tryranny. 0 ° 

It may seem strange to those who know how difficult Euro¬ 
pean states have generally found it to conduct negotiations with 
he government of the United States, and who are accustomed 
to read in European newspapers the defiant utterances which 
American politicians address from Congress to the effete mon¬ 
archies of the Old World, to be told that this spirit of fraternity 
has its influence on international relations also. Nevertheless if 
we look not at the irresponsible orators, who play to the lower 
feelings of a section of the people, but at the general sentiment 
ot the whoie people, we shall recognize that democracy makes 
both for peace and for justice as between nations. Despite the 
admiration for military exploits which the Americans have some¬ 
times shown, no country is at bottom more pervaded by a hatred 
of war and a sense that national honour stands rooted in na¬ 
tional fair dealing. The nation is often misrepresented by its 
statesmen, but although it allows them to say irritating things 
and advance unreasonable claims it has not for more than forty 
years permitted them to abuse its enormous strength, as most 

European nations possessed of similar strength have in time past 
abused theirs. r 

The characteristics of the nation which I have passed in re¬ 
view are not due solely to democratic government, but they have 
been strengthened by it, and they contribute to its solidity and 
to the smoothness of its working. As one sometimes sees an in¬ 
dividual man who fails in life because the different parts of his 
nature seem unfitted to each other, so that his action, swayed by 
contending influences, results in nothing definite or effective, 
so one sees nations whose political institutions are either in ad¬ 
vance of or lag behind their social conditions, so that the unity 
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of the body politic suffers, and the harmony of its movements 
is disturbed. America is not such a natron. It is made all of a 
piece ■ its institutions are the product of its economic and socia 
conditions and the expression of its character. The new wine 
has been poured into new bottles: or to adopt a metaphor more 

appropriate to the country, the vehicle has been bu.lt with a 

lightness, strength, and elasticity which fit it for the roads has 
to traverse. 


James Bryce, The American Commonwealth, 2 vols. Vol. II. New 
York, 1888. 



The American Is an Electric Anglo-Saxon 

George Warrington Steevens 


born at Sydenham, England, in 1869, and educated at Bal- 
liol College, Oxford, George Steevens turned to journalism 
at the age of twenty-four and rose rapidly to be one of the 
most brilliant of English journalists. After working briefly 
for the National Observer and the Pall Mall Gazette, Stee¬ 
vens joined the staff of the Daily Mail and was sent by that 
paper to cover the exciting election of 1896 in the United 
States. His description of that election, and particularly of 
the Bryan campaign— The Land of the Dollar (1898) —is 
one of the liveliest in our literature. On his return to Lon¬ 
don he was sent out as a roving reporter to Greece, Turkey, 
Egypt, India and South Africa. His reports on the second 
Dreyfus trial were published as The Tragedy of Dreyfus, 
and his articles on the Boer War as With Kitchener to 
Khartum. Steevens died of enteric fever at Ladysmith at 
the age of thirty-one. 


The proudest moment of my fifteen thousand miles of wan¬ 
dering came upon me in a bank in Chicago. As I was waiting 
there the policeman on duty approached me stealthily, as one 
about to confide a secret of deep importance. 

"Are ye not an Englishman, sorr?" he whispered. 

"Yes,” I said. 

"I knew ut,” he responded with enthusiasm. "I knew ut the 
minute ye came through the dure. There is nothing like ut in the 
worrld.” 

Howbeit, there is something very strangely like it, and at the 
same time most strangely unlike. That is the American. He does 
not look like an Englishman, yet it is manifest at sight that he 
cannot be of any other known breed of man. He talks English . .. 
often with a clarity of pronunciation that put me again and again 
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to shame. When I was dictating to a typewriter and she could 
not understand what I said, when at last she caught the word 
and repeated it, I wondered why I could not make a vowel soun 
with the same distinctness and purity. Yet that typewriter could 
not spell; for the Americans, as I have hinted, are a nation o 

but superficial education. , , 

But the essential difference which new environment has grafted 
into the English stock strikes deeper than appearance and lan¬ 
guage. If I am asked to give it a name, it is hard to find one. 
The American is a highly electric Anglo-Saxon. His tempera¬ 
ment is of quicksilver. There is as much difference in vivacity 
and emotion between him and an Englishman as there is between 
an Englishman and an Italian. Yet curiously there is just as 
much difference between him and the Italian. His emotion is 
not the least like that of the Southern European. For behind the 
flash of his passion there shines always the steady light of dry, 
hard, practical reason. Shrewd yet excitable, hot-hearted and 
cool-headed, he combines the northern and the southern tempera¬ 
ments, and yet is utterly distinct from either. He has developed 
into a new sort of Anglo-Saxon, a new national character, a 

new race. 

The keynote of this character is its irresistible impulse to im¬ 
press all its sentiments externally by the crudest and most obvious 
medium. The Americans are the most demonstrative of all the 
peoples of the earth. Everything must be brought to the surface, 
embodied in a visible, palpable form. For a fact to make any 
effect on the American mind it must be put in a shape where it 
can be seen, heard, handled. If you want to impress your fellows 
you must do it not through their reasoning powers, but through 

the five senses of their bodies. 

I noticed it first in connection with their way of conducting 
an election. A hundred thousand men are going to vote for 
M’Kinley; that is nothing. Put your hundred thousand men 
down in Broadway, so that we can see them marching, hear 
them shouting; then we will begin to appreciate the fact. And 
the more you give us to see and hear in the way of banners and 
bands, the more we shall appreciate it. The demonstrative nature 
of the race, once discovered in this respect, soon appeared a 
master-key which would unlock most of the puzzles in the 
American. The most patriotic of men, his patriotism seems 
always to centre rather on his flag than on his country: he can 
see the flag, but he can’t see the country. Why does he cover 
his person with childish buttons and badges? Because you can 
see them, and you can’t see the sentiments in his mind. Why 
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does he cling all his life to the title of some rank or office he held 
twenty years ago? You can hear the title pronounced, but you 
can t see the history of his life. A man's self is no good unless 

i!^r Cai J blg \ eglble labeI on iL Thus > a S ain > they will not 

intrust their goods to anybody without receiving a check— 

y0U Ca ? see and ^ ing,e in y our P ocket - The y do not 

read Shakespeare, but would think it almost a sin to visit England 
without seeing Shakespeare's house. In business they are the 
most unwearied and ingenious advertisers in the world. In dress 
they appear vain, out of just the same reverence for the concrete 
and indifference to the abstract. No nation in the world is in 
such bondage to fashion as democratic America. Her men and 
women young and old, wear boots that narrow to a sharp 
point like skates, two inches beyond the toes; they tinker at 
their faces with complexion-washes and nose-machines as zeal¬ 
ously as some people in England tinker at their souls. But the 
extremest case I met of the appeal to the concrete was a lawsuit 
in which parents claimed damages for an assault on their child 
A kick had brought on necrosis of the bone, and the necrosised 
bone was duly produced in court and handed round among the 
jury That settled it. There was plenty of medical evidence as 
to the cause of death, but all this weighed as nothing to the 
sight and feel of the accusing bone. 

It is in this sense that the Americans may fairly be called the 

most materialistic people of the world. Materialistic in the sense 

of being avaricious, I do not think they are: they make money, 

as I have said, because they must make something, and there is 

nothing else to make. But materialistic, in the sense that they 

must have all their ideas put in material form, they unques¬ 
tionably are. 1 


Another characteristic which may perhaps be partly explained 

\v/u tbe Same theor y* * s tbe -A mer,c an want of thoroughness. 
Whether in building a railway or in tilling a field, in enforcing 

a law or in keeping an appointment, they are less thorough than 
we. Everything is left, to the English mind, half finished. Per¬ 
haps one reason is that a certain amount has been done; there 
is something to show; the instinct of display is gratified. With¬ 
out waiting to perfect the details that make no show, the Ameri¬ 
can turns to attain palpable and striking results elsewhere. This 
may not be the whole explanation. There is also the roving 
temperament innate in the emigrant’s children. Still more to 
the point is the very wise and practical turn which forbids wasting 
further effort on what will serve its purpose as it is. This virtue 
they have most eminently: except for little foibles born of the 
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desire for outward effect, they are most free from pedantry. If 
the American is less doggedly resolute and persevering than the 
Englishman, he is proportionately more irresistible and ingen- 
ious in devising possible means to attain any impossible end. 

To pass from the manufactory, and the farm, and the mine, 
into the home, it is believed by people in this country that the 
American still preserves the private life of the Puritan, from 
whom, in some not unexaggerated measure, he descends. But 
there is a good deal of misapprehension about this. As to the 
home, the American talks about it a great deal. A man never 
builds himself a house: he builds himself a home. But you 
cannot call a people who will never be happy ten years in the 
same place, who build themselves houses with the view of 
shortly moving them bodily somewhere else, who often volun¬ 
tarily live in public and comfortless hotels—you cannot call 
them home-loving in the English sense. As to Puritanism, people 
point to their irreproachable novels. Yes, but look at their 
disreputable newspapers. They will refuse to call legs anything 
but limbs, yet they will readily produce generous pictures of 
those limbs in tights. There is no need to go into the evidence, 
but I am satisfied that in point of morality the Americans are 
neither more nor less puritanical than ourselves. And the facts 
that they are the hardiest of gamblers, and the most ingenious 
of blasphemers, though far from utterly damning, are hardly 
evidence of direct spiritual descent from the Puritans. Still less 
is the more important fact that, while often hide-bound by con¬ 
vention, America is magnificently free from intolerance. 

In one virtue these men furnish a shining example to all the 
world—in their devoted chivalry towards their women. They 
toil and slave, they kill themselves at forty, that their women 
may live in luxury and become socially and intellectually supe¬ 
rior to themselves. They do it without even an idea that there 
is any self-sacrifice in it. Whether it is good for the women might 
be doubted, but it is unspeakably noble and honouring to the men. 
The age of chivalry is not gone; until America it never came. 

On the other side of the picture is the American attitude to 
children and to the old. With children they are merely foolishly 
indulgent, thus producing an undisciplined, conceited, and 
ignorant youth. No American is fit to talk to until he is thirty, 
and he retains all his life a want of discipline, an incapacity 
for ordered and corporate effort. The individual may be the 
fresher and the stronger for it, but it is not productive of good 
government. With the old the accusation is graver; they are 
shouldered unmercifully out of existence. It would be impos- 
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sible in America to find a newspaper correspondence like one 
which appeared in the “Daily Mail" upon “reasonable correc¬ 
tion of wives. But I found in New York a correspondence on 
the open question whether the old have any right to respect. 
Many of the public thought, quite seriously, they had no 
right even to existence. Why, it was asked, should those who 
had spent their lives in self-indulgence (that is, who had not 
saved money) presume to stand in the way of the self-denyin* 

(or money-making)? Away with them! Now that would be 
impossible in England. 

One explanation is that virtually there are no old in America 
at all. The strenuous fever of life kills the American at fifty or 
so. An American woman is old at thirty. And certainly the 
climate helps. It is not yet certain that North America is not the 
deadliest white man’s grave in the world. For the old families 
die out; the native-born population at the last census had not 
increased, but had heavily decreased. Maybe the climate is a 
man-killing one; the French-Canadians breed prodigiously, but 
it appears from remains that the country never carried a popu¬ 
lation comparable to many areas of the Old World. Partly it 
may be that the nervous unrest of life in the States is antagonistic 
to the begetting of children; partly it is the deliberate refusal 
of pampered women to assume the responsibilities of mother¬ 
hood. Both these dangers are real ones. From whatever cause, 
the old element, the English element, the natural leaders of the 
country, are dying out, and the vacancies are filled by contribu¬ 
tions from every nation of the earth. Will they blend ? Will these 
tributaries of new blood turn the stream of national character 
into another channel? It is too early to say. 

It is entirely to be hoped not, for the character of the present 
American is not one to be lightly lost from the world. His worst 
fault is that he dislikes us. But that—though it sound a para- 
dox—is because he respects us. Entirely free from personal self- 
consciousness, the Americans are nationally most self-conscious; 
they resent the existence of a nation they are bound to respect. 
But that will go with time. Meanwhile the American may make 
his mind easy about his country. It is a credit to him, and he is 
a credit to it. You may differ from him, you may laugh at him; 
but neither of these is the predominant emotion he inspires. 
Even while you differ or laugh, he is essentially the man with 
whom you are always wanting to shake hands. 

George Warrington Steevens, The Land of the Dollar. New York, 
1898. 



A Philosopher Explains 
the American Passion for Money 

Hugo Munsterberg 


munsterberg came to America as Professor of Psychology 
at Harvard University in 1892, and thereafter he belonged to 
American scholarship. Yet acclimated as he was to the Unite 
States, his views of American society were those of a sympa¬ 
thetic outsider. Born in Danzig in 1863, Munsterberg studied 
at Leipzig and Heidelberg and taught at the University of 
Freiburg before coming to the United States. At Harvard he 
was associated with James, Royce and Palmer in making that 
institution the center of philosophical studies in the United 
States. An indefatigable worker and prolific writer, he se 
himself the task of interpreting America to Americans—and 
to Germans—and his American Traits and The Americans 
(1904), from which we have taken this selection, constitute 
on the whole the fairest and most sympathetic analysis of the 
American character by any German interpreter. He is, with 
the possible exception of his compatriot Muller-Freienfels, the 
only professional philosopher represented in our collection, 
and his observations on such matters as education, or the role 
of women in American life, or American materialism, are dis¬ 
tinguished by objectivity and understanding. 


One who wishes to understand the most fabulous economic 
development of the United States must, indeed, not simply con¬ 
sider its ore deposits and gold mines, its coal and oil fields, its 
wheat lands and cotton districts, its great forests and the supplies 
of water. The South Americans live no less in a country pros¬ 
pered by nature, and so also do the Chinese. South Africa offers 
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entirely similar conditions to those of the North American 

CO j^!c en ^ an< ^ ^ et *- S ^ eve ^°P ment has been a very different one; 
and, finally, a consideration of the peculiar forms of American 
industrial organization, as, for instance, the trusts, reveals merely 
symptoms and not the real causes which have been at work. 

The colossal industrial successes, along with the great evils and 
dangers which have come with them, must be understood from 
the make-up of the American character. Just as we have traced 
the political life of America back to a powerful instinct for 
free self-determination, the free self-guidance of the undivided, 
so we shall here find that it is the instinct for free self-initiative 
which has set in motion this tremendous economic fly-wheel. 
The pressure to be up and doing has opened the earth, tilled the 
fields, created industries, and developed such technical skill as 
today may even dream of dominating the world. 

But to grant that the essentials of such movements arc not to 
be found in casual external circumstances, but must lie in the 
mental make-up of the nation, might lead in this case to ascrib¬ 
ing the chief influence to quite a different mental trait. The aver¬ 
age European, permeated as he is with Old World culture, is 
in fact, convinced that this intense economic activity is the simple 
result of unbounded greed. The search for gold and the pursuit 
of the dollar, we often hear, have destroyed in the American 
soul every finer ambition; and since the American has no higher 
desire for culture, he is free to chase his Mammon with undis¬ 
guised and shameless greed. The barbarity of his soul, it is said, 
gives him a considerable economic advantage over others who 
have some heart as well as a pockctbook, and whose feelings 
incline to the humane.. .. 

In the first place, we might look into the American’s greed for 
gold. A German observes immediately that the American does 
not prize his possessions much unless he has worked for them 
himself; of this there are innumerable proofs, in spite of the 
opposite appearances on the surface. One of the most interesting 
of these is the absence of the bridal dower. In Germany or 
France, the man looks on a wealthy marriage as one of the most 
reliable means of getting an income; there are whole profes¬ 
sions which depend on a man’s eking out his entirely inadequate 
salary from property which he inherits or gets by marriage; and 
the eager search for a handsome dowry—in fact, the general 
commercial character of marriage in reputable European society 
everywhere—always surprises Americans. They know nothing 
of such a thing at home. Even when the parents of the bride are 
prosperous, it is unusual for a young couple to live beyond the 
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means of the husband. Everywhere one sees the daughters of 
wealthy families stepping into the modest homes of their hus¬ 
bands/and these husbands would feel it to be a drsgrace to 
depend on their prosperous fathers-in-law. An actual dowry 

received from the bride’s parents during their lifetime is virtually 
unknown. Another instance of American contempt for unearned 
wealth, which especially contrasts with European customs, is 
the disapproval which the American always has f ° r '°“ e " eS r 
If he were really bent on getting money, he would find the dower 
and the lottery a ready means; whereas in fact the lottery ■s 
only in all its forms forbidden by law, but public opinion wholly 
disapproves of games of chance. The President of Harvard Uni¬ 
versity, in a public address given a short time since, in which he 
spoke before a large audience of the change in moral attitude, 
was able to give a striking illustration of the transformation in 
the fact that two generations ago the city of Boston conducte 
a lottery, in order to raise money for rebuilding a university 
structure which had been destroyed by fire. He showed vividly 
how such a transaction would be entirely unthinkable today, and 
how all American feelings would revolt at raising money tor 
so good a cause as an educational institution by so immoral a 
means as a public lottery. The entire audience received this as a 
matter of course, apparently without a suspicion as to how many 
cathedrals are being built in Europe today from tickets at half a 
dollar. It was amusing to observe how Carnegie's friend, bchwab, 
who had been the greatly admired manager of the steel works, 
fell in public esteem when news came from the Riviera that he 
was to be seen at the gaming-tables of Monaco. The true Ameri¬ 
can despises anyone who gets money without working for it. 
Money is not the thing which is considered, but the manner of 
getting it. This is what the American cares for, and he prizes the 
gold he gets primarily as an indication of his ability. 

At first sight it looks as if this disinclination to gambling were 
not to be taken seriously. It would signify nothing that the police 
discover here and there a company of gamblers who have bar¬ 
ricaded the door; but a European might say that there is another 
sort of speculative fever which is prevalent. Even Americans on 
the stock exchange often say, with a smile: We are a gambling 
nation; and from the point of view of the broker it would be so. 
He sees how all classes of people invest in speculative securities, 
and how the public interests itself in shares which are subject 
to the greatest fluctuations; how the cab-driver and the hotel 
waiter pore nervously over the quotations, and how new mining 
stocks and industrial shares are greedily bought by schoolteachers 
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and commercial clerks. The broker sees in this the people's 
desire for gambling, because he is himself thoroughly aware of 
the great risks which are taken, and knows that the investors can 
see only a few of the factors which determine prices. 

But in the public mind all this buying and selling looks very 
different. The small man, investing a few dollars in such doubtful 
certificates, never thinks of himself as a gambler; he thinks that 
he understands the market; he is not trusting to luck, but follows 
the quotations day by day for a long time, and asks his friends 
for "tips,” until he is convinced that his own discretion and 
cunning will give him an advantage. If he were to think of his 
gain as matter of chance, as the broker thinks it is, he would 
not only not invest his money, but would be no longer attracted 
by the transactions. And whenever he loses, he still goes on, 
believing that he will be able the next time to figure out the 
turn of the market more accurately. 

The same is true of the wagers which the Anglo-Saxon is 
always making, because he loves excitement. For him a wager is 
not a true wager when it is merely a question of chance. Both 
sides make calculations, and have their special considerations 
which they believe will determine the outcome, and the winner 
feels his gain to be earned by his shrewdness. An ordinary game 
of chance does not attract the American—a fact which may be 
seen even in the grotesque game of poker. In a certain sense, 
the American’s aversion to tipping servants reveals, perhaps, 
the same trait. The social inferiority which he feels to be 
implied in the acceptance of a fee goes against the self-respect 
of the individual; but there is the additional disinclination here 
to receiving money which is not strictly earned. 

There are positive traits corresponding to these negative ones; 
and especially among them may be noticed the use to which 
money is put after it is gotten. If the American were really 
miserly, he would not distribute his property with such a free 
hand. Getting money excites him, but keeping it is less interest¬ 
ing, and one sees not seldom the richest men taking elaborate 
precautions that only a small part of their money shall fall to 
their children, because they think that the possession of money 
which is not self-earned is not a blessing. From these motives 
one may understand at once the magnificent generosity shown 
toward public enterprises. 

One sees clearly, again, that the real attraction which the 
American feels for money-making does not lie in the having but 
only in the getting, from the perfect equanimity, positively 
amazing to the European, with which he bears his losses. To 
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be sure, his irrepressible optimism stands him in g 0 °^ st ead{ 
he never loses hope, but is confident that what he hast lost w,U 
soon be made up. But this would be no comfort him if he 
did not care much less for the possession than for the getting 
of it. The American chases after money with all his m &■ » 
exactly as on the tennis-court he tries to hit the ball, and it is the 
game he likes and not the prize. If he loses he does not feel as if 
he had lost a part of himself, but only as if he had lost the last set 
in a tournament. When, a short time ago, there was a terrific crash 
in the New York stock market and hundreds of millions were 
lost a leading Parisian paper said: "If such a financial crisis ha 
happened here in France, we should have had panics, catastro¬ 
phes, a slump in rentes, suicides, street riots, a ministerial crisis, 
all in one day: while America is perfectly quiet, and the victims 
of the battle are sitting down to collect their wits. France and 
the United States are obviously two entirely different worlds in 
their civilization and in their way of thinking. 

As to the estimation of money and its acquirement, France and 
the United States are indeed as far apart as possible, while Ger¬ 
many stands in between. The Frenchman prizes money as such; 
if he can get it without labor, by inheritance or dowry, or by 
gambling, so much the better. If he loses it he loses a part ot 
himself, and when he has earned enough to be sure of a liveli¬ 
hood, he retires from money-making pursuits as soon as possible. 
It is well known that the ambition of the average Frenchman 
is to be a rentier. The American has exactly the opposite idea. 
Not only does he endure loss with indifference and despise gain 
which is not earned, but he would not for any price give up the 
occupation of making money. Whether he has much or little, 
he keeps patiently at work; and, as no scholar or artist would 
ever think of saying that he had done enough work, and would 
from now on become a scientific or literary rentier and live on 
his reputation, so no American, as long as he keeps his health, 
thinks of giving up his regular business. 

The profession of living from the income of investments is 
virtually unknown among men, and the young men who take up 
no money-making profession because they ' don t need to are 
able to retain the social respect of their fellows only by under¬ 
taking some sort of work for the commonwealth. A man who 
does not work at anything, no matter how rich he is, can 
neither get nor keep a social status. 

This also indicates, then, that the American does not want his 
money merely as a means for material comfort. Of course, 
wealthy Americans are becoming more and more accustomed 
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to provide every thinkable luxury for their wives and daughters. 
Nowhere is so much expended for dresses, jewelry, equipages 
and services for country houses and yachts, works of art and 
private libraries; and many men have to keep pretty steadily at 
work year in and year out in order to meet their heavy expendi¬ 
tures. And the same thing is repeated all down the social scale. 
According to European standards, even the working-man lives 
luxuriously. But, in spite of this, no person who has really 
come into the country will deny that material pleasures are less 
sought after for themselves in the New World than in the Old. 
It always strikes the European as remarkable how very indus¬ 
trious American society is, and how relatively little bent on 
pleasure. It has often been said that the American has not yet 
learned how to enjoy life; that he knows very well how to make 
money, but not how to enjoy it. And that is quite true; except 
that it leaves out of account the main point—which is, that the 
American takes the keenest delight in the employment of all his 
faculties in his work, and in the exercise of his own initiative. 
This gives him more pleasure than the spending of money could 
bring him. 

It is, therefore, fundamentally false to stigmatize the Ameri¬ 
can as a materialist, and to deny his idealism. . . . The economic 
life means to the American a realizing of efforts which are in 
themselves precious. It is not the means to an end, but is its own 
end. If two blades of grass grow where one grew before, or two 
railroad tracks where there was but one; if production, exchange, 
and commerce increase and undertaking thrives, then life is 
created, and this is, in itself, a precious thing. The European of 
the Continent esteems the industrial life as honest, but not as 
noble; economic activities seem to him good for supporting 
himself and his family, but his duty is merely to supply economic 
needs which are now existing. 

The merchant in Europe does not feel himself to be a free 
creator like the artist or scholar: his is no discoverer, no maker; 
and the mental energy which he expends he feels to be spent in 
serving an inferior purpose, which he serves only because he has 
to live. That creating economic values can itself be the very 
highest sort of accomplishment, and in itself alone desirable, 
whether or not it is useful for the person who creates, and that 
it is great in itself to spread and increase the life of the national 
economic organization, has been, indeed, felt by many great 
merchants in the history of Europe, and many a Hanseatic leader 
realizes it today. But the whole body of people in Europe does 
not know this, while America is thoroughly filled with the idea. 
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Every individual feels himself exalted by being a part of such 
a mfghty whole, and the general intellectual effects of this tempe 

show themselves in the entire national life. ■ , believes 

A nation can never do its best in any direction unless it believes 

thoroughly in the intrinsic value of its work; whatever is.done 

merely through necessity is never of great national significance, 

“ d second-rate men never achieve the highest things. If the 
first minds of a nation look down with contempt on economic 
life if there is no real belief in the .deal value of industry, 
and if creative minds hold aloof from it. that nation w.U neces- 
carilv be outdone by others in the economic held. But where tn 
ablest strength engages with idealistic enthusiasm in the seme 

of the national eco^mic problems 

people do as done in the name of civilization and the love or 
fame and work together spur them on more than the materia 
gain which they will get. Indeed, this gain is itself only their 

measure of success in the service of civilization. 

The American merchant works for money in exactly the sense 
that a great painter works for money; the high price which is 
paid for his picture is a very welcome indication of the gen« 
appreciation of his art: but he would never get this appreciation 
if he were working for the money instead of h■ s art!St ic i d eaIs. 
Economically to open up this gigantic country, to bring the fields 
and forests, rivers and mountains into the service of economic 
progress, to incite the millions of inhabitants to have new needs 
and to satisfy these by their own resourcefu ness, to increase the 
wealth of the nation, and finally economically to rule the world 
and within the nation itself to raise the economic power of the 
individual to undreamt-of importance, has been the work which 
has fascinated the American. And every individual has felt his 
co-operation to be ennobled by his firm belief inthe value of such 

an aim for the culture of the world. 

Hugo Munsterberg, The Americans. New York, 1914. 



The American at Home and in His Club 


George Birmingham 


CANON JAMES hannay, who writes under the pen-name of 
George Birmingham, is one of the most delightful of con¬ 
temporary humorists. Born in Belfast in 1865 and educated 
at Trinity College, Dublin, Canon Hannay was for twenty 
years rector in County Mayo, the scene of many of his 
stories, then Canon of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, chaplain in 
the British Army, University preacher at Oxford, and Vicar 
of Holy Trinity in London. Besides a number of theological 
works and travel books, he has written over forty novels, 
some of them —Spanish Gold, General John Reagan, Up 
the Rebels —likely to have an enduring fame, and in "J. J." 
Meldon, curate of the Church of Ireland, he has created a 
character as sure to live as Bertie Wooster or Jeeves. From 
Dublin to Chicago (1914), from which this selection is 
taken, gives a cheerful but none the less thoughtful view 
of American society on the eve of the First World War. 


In the American house there are no "dens.” The American likes 
to feel that he is in direct personal contact with the members of 
his family and with his guest. It does not annoy him, even if he 
happens to be reading a book on economics, to feel that his wife 
may sit down beside him or his daughter walk past the back of 
his chair humming a tune without his having had any warning 
that either of them was at hand. The noise made by a servant col¬ 
lecting knives and plates after dinner, reaching him through 
a drawn curtain, does not disturb his enjoyment of a cigar. The 
servant is to him a fellow human being, and the sound of her 
activities is a pleasant reminder of the comradeship of man. He 
too has had his moments of activity during the day. A guest in 
an American house is for the time being a member of the family, 
not a stranger who, however welcome he may be, does not 
presume to intrude upon his host's privacy. 

The "porch,” as it is called, a striking feature of the American 
house, is another evidence of the spirit of sociability. A "porch” 
is a glorified and perfected veranda. In summer it is a large 
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open-air sitting room. In winter it can, by a common arrange¬ 
ment, be made into a kind of sun parlor. It has its roof, sup¬ 
ported by wooden posts. When the cold weather comes, frames, 
like very large window sashes, are fitted between the posts and 
a glass-sided room is made. It is evident that the life in these 
porches is of a very public kind. The passer-by, the casual wan¬ 
derer along the road outside, sees the American family in its 
porch, can, if he cares to, note what each member of the family is 
doing. The American has no objection to this publicity. He is not 
doing anything of which he is the least ashamed. If other 
people can see him, he can see them in return. The arrange¬ 
ment gratifies his instinct for sociability. The Englishman, on the 
other hand, hates to be seen. Nothing would induce him to make 
a habit of sitting in a veranda. Even in the depths of the coun¬ 
try, when his house is a long way from the road, he fits thin 
muslin curtains across the lower part of his windows. These keep 
out a good deal of light and in that way are annoying to him, 
but he puts up with gloom rather than run any risk, however 
small, that a stranger, glancing through the window, might 
actually see him. Yet the Englishman commonly leads a blame¬ 
less life in his own home. He seldom employs his leisure in any 
shameful practices. His casement curtains are simply evidences of 
an almost morbid love of privacy. 

The first thing an Englishman does when he builds a house is 
to surround it with a high wall. This, indeed, is not an English 
peculiarity. It prevails all over Western Europe. It is a most anti¬ 
social custom and ought to be suppressed by law, because it robs 
many people of a great deal of innocent pleasure. The suburbs 
oi Dublin, to take an example, ought to be very beautiful. There 
are mountains to the south and hills to the west and north of 
the city, all of them lovely in outline and coloring. There is a 
wide and beautiful bay on the east. But the casual wayfarer 
cannot see either the mountains or the bay. He must walk between 
high yellow walls, walls built, I suppose, round houses; but we 
can only know this by hearsay. For the walls hide the houses 
as well as the view. In Sorrento, which is even more exquisitely 
situated than Dublin, you walk for miles and miles between high 
walls, white in this case. The only difference between the view 
you see at Dublin and that which you see at Sorrento is that the 
patch of sky you see in Dublin is gray, at Sorrento generally blue. 
At Cintra, one of the world’s most famous beauty spots, the 
walls are gray, and there you cannot even see the sky, because 
the owners of the houses inside the walls have planted trees and 
the branches of the trees meet over the road. The Americans do 
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not build walls round their houses. The humblest pedestrian 
going afoot through the suburbs of Philadelphia, Indianapolis 
or any other city sees not only houses but anything in the way 
of a view which lies beyond them. ^ 

This is not because America is a republic and therefore demo¬ 
cratic in spirit. Portugal is a republic too, having very vigorously 
got rid of its king, but the walls of Cintra are as high as ever 
No one in the world is more democratic than an English Liberal 
but the most uncompromising Liberals build walls round their’ 
houses as high as those of any Tory. The absence of walls in 
America is simply another evidence of the wonderful sociability 
of the people. Walls outside houses are like doors inside. The 
European likes both because the desire of privacy is in his blood. 

I he American likes neither. 


The Country Club" is an institution which could flourish 
only among a very sociable people. There are of course clubs 
of many sorts in England. There is the club proper, the club 
without qualification, which is found at its very best in London. 
In books like Whitaker’s Almanac, which classify clubs, it is 
described as social,” but this is only intended to distinguish it 
from political or sporting clubs. There is no suggestion that it 
is sociable, and in fact it is not. It is possible to belong to a club 
in London for years without knowing a dozen of your fellow 
members. It often seems as if the members of these clubs went 
to them mainly for the purpose of not getting to know each 
other; a misfortune which might happen to them anywhere else 
but from which they are secure in their clubs. There are also all’ 
over England clubs especially devoted to particular objects, golf 
clubs, yacht clubs and so forth. In these the members are drawn 
together by their interest in a common pursuit, and are forced 
into some sort of acquaintanceship. But these are very different 
in spirit and intention from the American Country Club. It 
exists as a kind of center of the social life of the neighborhood. 
There may be and often are golf links connected with it. There 
are tennis courts, sometimes swimming baths. There is always 
a ball-room. There are luncheon rooms, tea rooms, reading 
rooms. In connection with one such club which I saw there arc 
sailing matches for a one-design class of boats. But neither golf 
nor tennis, dancing nor sailing, is the object of the club’s exist¬ 
ence. Sport is encouraged by these clubs for the sake of general 

sociability. In England sociability is a by-product of an interest 
in sport. 


The Country Club at Tuxedo is not perhaps the oldest, but it 
is one of the oldest institutions of the kind in America. In con- 
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nection with it a man can enjoy almost any kind of recreation 
from a Turkish bath to a game of tennis, either the lawn or the far 
rarer original kind. At the proper time of year there are dances, 
and a debutante acquires, I believe, a certain prestige by "coming 
out" at one of them. But the club exists primarily as the social 
center of Tuxedo. It is in one way the ideal, the perfect country 
club. It not only fosters, it regulates and governs the social life 
of the place. 

Tuxedo has been spoken of as a millionaire’s colony. It is a 
settlement, if not of millionaires, at all events of wealthy people. 
The park, an immense tract of land, is owned by the club. 
Ground for building can be obtained only by those who are 
elected members of the club and who are prepared to spend a 
certain sum as a minimum on the building of their houses. In 
theory the place is reserved for people who either do or will know 
each other socially, who are approximately on the same level as 
regards wealth and who all want to meet each other frequently, 
for one purpose or another, in the club. In practice, certain diffi¬ 
culties necessarily arise. A man may be elected a member of the 
club and build a house. He may be a thoroughly desirable person, 
but in course of time he dies. His son may be very undesirable, 
or his son may sell the house to some one whom the club is not 
willing to admit to membership. But Tuxedo society, instead of 
becoming, as might have been expected, a very narrow clique, 
seems to be singularly broad-minded and tolerant. The diffi¬ 
culty of preserving the character of the place and keeping a 
large society together as, in all its essentials, a club, is very much 
less than might be expected. The place is extremely interesting 
to any observer of American social life. The club regulates 
everything. It runs a private police force for the park. It 
keeps up roads. It supplies electric light and, what is hardly less 
necessary in America, ice to all the houses. It levies, though I 
suppose without any actual legal warrant, regular rates. The 
fact that the experiment was not wrecked long ago on the rocks 
of snobbery goes to show that society in America is singularly 
fluid compared to that of any European country. That a consid¬ 
erable number of people should want to live together in such a 
way is a witness to the sociability of America. No other coun¬ 
try club has realized its ideal as the club at Tuxedo has, but 
every country-club—and you find them all over America— has 
something of the spirit of Tuxedo. 

George Birmingham (Canon James Hannay), From Connaught 
to Chicago, New York, 1914. 


The Sentimentality, Kindness and 
Innocence of the Americans 


Walter Lionel George 


America has had no kindlier interpreter than the distinguished 
novelist, W. L. George. Born in Paris in 1882, of English 

. Ge0 ' ge studied at the Sorbonne and in Germany, 
abbled in chemistry, engineering and law, before turning 

finally to the profession of letters. With the publication of 
Bed of Roses in 1911, he emerged as one of the most 
promising of the younger Georgian novelists, but it was a 
prormse that was never wholly fulfilled, though Blind 
Alley, Caliban, and The Confession of Ursula Trent were 
we 1 received and widely read, and the semi-autobiograph- 
ical volume. The Making of an Englishman, has lasting 
merits. Hail Columbia (1921), from which we have taken 
this friendly chapter, he called the “random impressions of 
a conservative English radical." George was an ardent femi- 
n| st, and his curious theory that Americans do not appreci¬ 
ate their women attracted a good deal of attention because 
it was so sharply in conflict with the usual foreign view of 
the place of women in American life. He was immensely im¬ 
pressed, however, with American vitality, energy, and spon¬ 
taneity, with business, and with the Middle West. His 

death, in 1926, at the age of forty-four, was a serious loss 
to English letters. 


Here is a favored land which, owing to its area and to its wealth 
can give a chance to every young man, and, if it chooses, even to 
every young woman. All benefits have been poured out upon 
America and America is using them as a cheerful prodigal; 
America is conscious of her good fortune, and that is why she 
can afford the manifestation of pride which is called democracy. 

few 177 
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Democracy is the most arrogant of all forms; it is the converse 
of snobbery, for the snob conceives only superiors and inferiors. 
The snob is a man who thinks he has no equals, while the demo¬ 
crat is the man who thinks he has only equals. He is often 
mistaken in his view. 

And so a European thinks it picturesque and delightful to go 
to a bathing hut on a lake, ask for his bathing things, and hear 
a youth call out to his boss, "Say, where’s this man s bathingsuit ? 
To have a colored chambermaid stop him on the stairs and 
bluntly ask, "Where’s your wife?’’ It is amusing, after the bent 
backs of the English serving class, though I should add that these 
backs are bending less and less now. It is pleasing because, like 
most things American, the democratic notion is cut out in sharp 
lines and painted in bright colors. The American fantasia, if I 
may so call it, is scarlet and gold. The scarlet of American excess 
creeps even into the pale blue of American sentimentality. Let 
not the reader conclude that I claim for England freedom from 
sentimentality; we, too, suffer greatly from what I may call emo¬ 
tion gone moldy. But England feels a little ashamed of her senti¬ 
mentality, while America tends to account it as righteousness. 
The sentimental attitude toward women, noblest and purest, I 
will say something of a little farther on. It sometimes takes a 
strange lyrical form, particularly in the newspapers. And the 
newspapers matter, for the newspaper exhibition of the national 
character is the national character seen under a magnifying glass. 
The newspaper character is the national character—more so. For 
instance, I read in a newspaper that a certain lady has ex¬ 
traordinary courage, a keen sense of intuition, and a sublime faith 
in God. A very sagacious diagnosis inside a single interview. 

But sentimentality, which so naturally envelops the young 
bride, the good mother, the little child, takes in America some 
forms that interest me more. One of them is the sweet and simple 
life of millionaires. I am continually reading descriptions show¬ 
ing that the financial superman does not live on caviar off 
diamond-studded plates; that his subtle mind subsists upon the 
rudest fare and the highest thought; that he likes to set aside the 
nurture of his millions for a peaceful hour with Artemus Ward; 
that his true pleasure is serving in the local creche, teaching the 
creed that is called, "How' to get on and yet be good.’’ I like to 
think of the millionaire talking freely in the street to some one 
who owns rather less, and with a green watering-can assisting 
into beauty a little bed of marigolds. 

I think that impulse, which is purely American, arises from a 
desire to humanize the apparently inhuman. American business, 
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shrewd as it is, seems to have a heart; it wants to do for indi¬ 
vidual men the fair and the generous thing. The whole trend of 
American civilization is toward stressing the human factor; 
indeed, the word "human” (in the sense of "friendly”) is used 
in. 00 other P ar t of the English-speaking countries. Also, a cer¬ 
tain reverence attaches to power; reverence is always apparent in 
the American character, curiously combined with irreverence. 
For instance, the magazine and novel continually present allu¬ 
sions to "the great surgeon" and "the great lawyer.” The cynical 
European suspects that the great surgeon is a scrubby reaction¬ 
ary who does not read the medical journals; he views the great 
lawyer either as a foxy fee snatcher or as a toothless dodderer on 
the bench. But the American seems to invest these people with 
mental robes of ermine and scarlet. He is more easily impressed; 
his vision is more direct and less often leads him to doubt; 
where a European would doubt, an American often hates. 

You find this seriousness extending even to the most ignoble 
of occupations, the arts. In civilized countries the arts are, as a 
rule, merely the resounding kettles tied to the tails of the hounds 
that are hunting the great quarry of profit. But in an Ameri¬ 
can newspaper you will see headlines such as this, "Playwright 
Finds His Inspiration in Lonely Sand Dunes.” No European 
would be interested in the playwright’s inspiration, except as an 
object for jeers. The American takes the arts seriously, just as he 
takes seriously the funds for the restoration of churches. He is 
altogether more literal; he uses the words "right” and "wrong,” 
as to the meaning of which many Europeans have become rather 
shaky. He takes his tradition more seriously. For instance, in 
Chicago F observed a headline in the newspaper, "Cotton 
Exchange Fifty Years Old To-day.” That has an irresistible 
charm. One need not, from the false vantage of the Oxford 
turf, smile at a record of fifty years; one envies, rather, the con¬ 
tentment so aroused. Then, once more, American complexity 
appears I contrast this headline with the fact that in nearly 
every American city I have visited hotels and office buildings, 
erected round 1900, are being pulled down to give place to 
buildings that shall be up-to-date. America delights in tradition, 
and destroys it as she goes. She hates the thing she respects, 
burns the god that she worships. Once more, here is a sign of 
the immense vitality of the land; you discover it best in the 
headlines of the newspapers. ... 

Lyricism takes all forms. In the United States, one of the 
strangest from the European point of view is the adulation of 
business. As if America were reacting against the traditional 
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adoration by England of the professions she seems to set a 
peculiar value upon making, buying, and seUrng things^T^ 
Dignity of Business was written by an American, ? he R °™ a 
of Commerce was invented by another. To an extent th 
defense as well as an evangel, but it is certain that America has 
enshrined within business a portion of her romantic impulses. 
She respects the business man; while ready to give his due to 
the professional man, and more than his due to the artist,.she 
intimately feels that business is the finest, as well as the most 
valuable, function of man; she perceives in the business man 
the qualities of a hero; in her view, he is doing the best that can 
be done by man. An evidence of this is the prevalence in the 
magazines, not only of business short stories (almost invariably 
concerned with smart selling), but of actual articles on business 
In the Saturday Evening Post I found an article on the r e of 
the purchasing agent; in a single issue of the Amer/can Maga¬ 
zine 1 found two business stories, and seven articles on business 
or interviews of big business men, total well over a third ot the 
contributions. And these are not commercial journals, but popu¬ 
lar magazines. It seems to me that in this America performs a 
service - she is dragging down the wooden old traditions of cul- 
tu^d leisure and sitting up instead an ideal which some may 

dislike, but which is a new ideal for new times. ... 

One of the first things that impressed me in America is 
expressed in a large board that stands on every road outside West 
Chester, Pennsylvania. On one side of the board we read as 

follows: 


THIS is 

WEST CHESTER 
COME RIGHT IN. 
GLAD TO SEE YOU. 

And on the other side: 


GOOD-BYE. 

COME AGAIN. 

COME OFTEN. 

WEST CHESTER. 

This board enraged my American companion, who happened 
to be an American artist of the highest order. He mouthed a 
furious denunciation of this "fraudulent cordiality.’ At last I 
told him that he knew nothing about it, being merely an Ameri- 
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Qm, and that I could assure him that this sort of thing did mean 
something. It might not mean exactly what it said, for a few 

human expressions do, but it did mean something. It represents 
a dominant streak in the American character. It means what I 
have everywhere experienced-that America is really hospitable, 

vnn L S «sr ab e ‘ C u n “J? n A e ,ma S ine an English village telling 
you to Come right in ? An English village is not communica 6 

tive enough even to tell you to get out, which at bottom is its 

only emotion. In America the stranger is not welcomed in a 

purely mercantile spirit. The American wants trade, but he also 

Wai ? t I s tc > know things, to secure new impressions, and, if you 

will let him, he wants to like you. This combines with the old 

pioneer spirit into true hospitality. It may be thought that I am 

stressing the pioneer spirit, which seems to elucidate the Middle 

West, but I do believe that America still carries the pioneer 

habit of giving hospitality to all. I am not deceived by the reasons 

tor this; the pioneer had not a warmer heart than anybody 

else; he gave hospitality because in pioneer days he had to give 

hospitality so as to enjoy it himself when in need. For many 

years in America you had to take hospitality or die on the prairie; 

that taught all men hospitality, and much of the tradition stays 

in the American spirit. That is why the stranger finds America 

so delightful. He is readily admitted into the American home, 

while he may spend a lifetime in France and be admitted only 
to a restaurant. 


I am perfectly sure that, on an average, the American is 
warmer hearted than the European. ... An American will take 
immense trouble over you, waste his time over you, drive you 
W 8^ y° u introductions, secure you privileges. Sometimes 
this is ostentation, sometimes it is local pride; but human senti¬ 
ments are always complex, and there runs through it an honest 
desire to oblige. 

You find this particularly in the American of the middle-sized 
towns. New York is too large for anybody to be proud of; you 
cannot be town conscious in a city of that size, as you can be, for 
instance, in Cincinnati. The American is almost invariably proud 
and fond of his home town. He is always anxious that you should 
visit it; he will accompany you and show you round; you will 
offend him if you refuse to go and see the statue of Colonel 
Judson, who was killed at Saratoga. I am afraid that I have 
offended many people already by writing a book about America; 
nearly all those I have met felt that the book ought to be about 
their city, or at most about their state; I have been told everywhere 
that "to stay only three days here" was akin to crime_ 
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Kindness is almost universal in America; in my first three 
months I collected only three deliberate rudenesses, thoiig , 
doubtless, I deserved many more. I found everywhere assistance 
and, what the stranger needs so much, information. Sometimes 
I found a little too much, for the American does not always 
realize how lost is the stranger in this immense, complicated 
system, and so burdens him with detail. The American is often 
quiet, but he never refuses conversation, and, on the whole, it 
is better that people should talk too much than too little; this 
contributes to general sociability and ease of intercourse. A so 
conversation helps a man to exhibit himself. Very few of us ever 
attempt to discover what the other man thinks; we talk so as to 
assert to him what we think; this helps us to discover what we 
reallv think. I suspect that the American, more than any other 
kind of man, his mind being filled with a vast number of physi¬ 
cal impressions, needs conversation to sort out these impres¬ 
sions. Burdened by certain forms of national pride, local pride, 
and personal pride, by old puritanic views and new efficiency 
views, by sentiment and by ruthlessness, he needs conversation 

as a sort of clearing house. He has to formulate. ... 

I have met a few Americans who criticized America, but they 
nearly all belonged to the intellectual class, which does nothing 
but intellectualize. Those people take a queer pleasure in running 
down America. They vaunt the culture of France and the courtesy 
of Spain; they read no American books, but criticize them all 
the same. They are few, while the mass of Americans who openly 
boost their country is large. Many of them will criticize America 
in a temperate spirit, and, more and more, I suspect, the edu¬ 
cated American is reacting against certain features of American 
civilization, such as haste and noise. One thing in him is note- 
worthy—he is always willing to discuss America. He will state 
her, explain her, defend her, and the subject never wearies him. 
That is a profound difference with the Englishman, who, con¬ 
fronted with a foreigner, is more likely to talk to him about the 
foreign land—that is, if he must. The Englishman would rather 
stick to safe topics, such as games, or London communications, 
but if he is dragged into national discussions he will avoid 
England. It is not that he lacks national pride, but that pride 
has become to him a habit of mind. He is really more arrogant 
than the American, for the American takes the trouble to speak 
for his country, and proclaims as an argument, "I am an Ameri¬ 
can citizen.” The Englishman is much worse. He does not trouble 
to proclaim, "I am a British subject.” He expects you to know 
that, and at bottom does not care whether you know it or not, 
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or what you say about it. The Englishman’s complacency is 
immense: First, there is the Church-of-England God; then there 
is the Englishman; then there is the Englishman’s bulldog; 
then there is nothing. So, realizing this, I am not with those 
who are offended by the occasionally loud American patriotism; 
I know only too well that its occasional loudness means that 
America doubts itself. .. . 

I had not heard much about the soul until I came to America. 
In England the soul is an understood thing, to be taken out on 
Sunday for exercise; even then it has to behave, to be less evident 
than one’s shadow. To expose one’s soul is in England looked 
upon as a minor indecency. Even our magazine writers tend to 
let it alone, and cause heroes to love heroines from the bottom 
of their hearts; in the American magazine passion often goes a 
little deeper.... 

Most Europeans look upon love as a comparatively simple and 
temporary reaction, which leaves behind it a certain sediment 
called affection. According to temperament, they look upon love 
as a regrettable physical excess, or as a natural desire for 
intimacy with a person of the other sex; or as a joke; or an act 
of business; but they very seldom look upon it as a sacrament. 
In America, I am not so sure of the men. The men do not talk 
much about love, and I have a suspicion that they do not place 
it on quite so lofty a plane as their women would desire. It is 
not in the nature of men to grow rhapsodic over anything; 
all great rhapsodies, it is true, have come from men, but always 
from unusual men; the ordinary man has a way of placing love 
and its consequences among the material facts of life; in Europe 
the women hold only slightly more refined views. But in America 
certain peculiarities appear in the conception of love which the 
American woman proclaims. (What actual conception she holds, 
as against the one she proclaims, may be a matter for further 
discussion.) The things that people proclaim are quite as impor¬ 
tant as the things they believe, because what people say to you 
is not always what they think, but what they would like to 
think, or what they would like you to think they think. The 
American woman’s proclamation of the nature of love may be 
the proclamation of what she thinks love ought to be. Now from 
America came the phrase, "Divinity of Sex.” ... I suspect that 
the words, "Divinity of Sex,” merely express the fact that the 
American woman sets upon herself a price higher than does the 
European. When giving herself in marriage to a man she 
appears to Jay down that she is doing something significant, which 
honors him by preferment and her by self-sacrifice. Also, she 



184 The Sentimentality, Kindness and Innocence of the Americans 

conveys that she is the cradle of the race, forgetting that nature 
is so arranged as to demand that a masculine hand shall rock 
this cradle. It seems to be set up that "love” is wonderful; that 
’'the child” is wonderful; that "the race” is wonderful; in other 
words, exaltation. Whether this is wholly sincere or wholly insin¬ 
cere does not matter very much; the American man hardly ever 
echoes the point of view, but he never controverts it; he main¬ 
tains silence and seems to accept the feminine theory. I wonder. 

.. . Perhaps he does not care- 

The whole of the American civilization seems to me willfully, 

and often splendidly, excessive. The people seem to find a pleas- 
ure in the height of their buildings, in the size of their restaurants. 
The freak dinner, for instance, where musical prodigy was con¬ 
cealed in a bush of roses and revealed only when coffee was 
served where every guest was presented with a gift worth one 
thousand dollars, is not only an indication of reckless wealth, 
but also of a deliberate desire to do things largely, magnificently, 
excessively. 

One discovers this in the lavish magnificence of American 
hospitality. It is delightful, but to a pallid European it sometimes 
proves exhausting. One rides to too many places in too many 
automobiles; one meets too many interesting people; visits to 
the opera, to the theater, to the country club, to the famous view 
over the valley—all this, so kindly, so generous, is part of the 
American tendency to do too much, too fast. They do not think 
that they themselves suffer from it, but I suspect that much of 
the sensitiveness of American public opinion to newspaper 
stunts is due to an over-stimulated condition of the nerves. 
Excess brings its penalty in the shape of reaction. The noise of 
America, the swift movement, the passion for automobiles, a 
passion so violent that people mortgage their house to buy one 
—all this is excess. ... 

The Englishman is not accustomed to the spaciousness of 
American hospitality. American hospitality will explain the 
difference between watermelon, honey dew, and casaba, while 
English hospitality consists in letting the lunch lie about for you 
to eat if you like. We are not accustomed to being shown a 
house in detail—the labor-saving appliances at work; told the 
story of the pieces of furniture, of the pictures. The Americans 
are never weary of this, because their vitality is enormous. It is 
not only nerves which permit them to do so many things in a 
single day; it is not only their magnificent climate, which is 
bright and bracing like champagne; it is the rude strength of a 
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race not yet sophisticated; it is the hunger for impressions of 
a race just entering into possession of its powers. Hunger and 
innocence, this defines a vast tract of the American mind. 

Walter Lionel George, Hail Columbia! Random Impressions of a 
Conservative English Radical. New York, 1921. 



The Mechanization and Standardization 

of American Life 

Richard Miiller-Freienfels 




like his eminent compatriot Keyserlmg, Muller-Freienfels 
was inclined to dive into mysticism when he wrote about 
America—or almost anything else. Born in Bad Ems in 
1882, Muller-Freienfels studied at half a dozen European 
universities before he was appointed Professor of Aesthetics 
and Psychology at the Berlin Academy of Music. His volu¬ 
minous writings are largely in the field of aesthetics and 
philosophy, and this selection is taken from his book on 
The Mysteries of the Soul (1927), an interpretation of the 
various expressions of the contemporary soul in Occidental 
civilization. Muller-Freienfels’ emphasis on the American 
passion for quantity, on the mechanization and standardiza¬ 
tion of life, was no new thing, but his illustrations were 
more relevant and his analysis more penetrating than most. 
His other publications include The Psychology of Art, 
Philosophy of Individualism, and The Evolution of Modern 

Psychology. 




As the first characteristic of the external image of America I 
laid stress on its different dimensions, on the massive, quantita¬ 
tive, gigantic nature of this world as compared with Europe. 
What we learned in school, but never quite realized, is here 
demonstrated by an object-lesson on the largest scale: America 
is not a country, like Germany, France, or San Marino, but a 
continent. Even an inhabitant of Berlin feels a little provincial 
when he realizes, on studying the time-table, that in crossing 
this country one’s watch must repeatedly be set back, since when 
it is noon or midnight in New York, it is eleven o’clock in Chi- 
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cago, ten o’clock in Denver, and nine o’clock in San Francisco. 
In America they will ask you on your arrival in New York: "I 
suppose you will take in the Yellowstone Park and California?” 
—as though a man traveling from London to Berlin were asked 
whether he would not include in his journey an excursion to 
Leningrad and to Egypt. Spatially considered, the distance from 
New York to San Francisco is much greater than the distance 
from London to Leningrad, but physically speaking the distance 
is trifling. No frontiers lie between them; the same language 
is spoken from the Atlantic to the Pacific; and there is no need to 
visit the money-changer. It is truly a continent that the traveler 
is crossing, but it is also a country, and one country of stupendous 
dimensions. Its provincial cities are larger than many European 
capitals; its lakes are small seas, wider in area than a European 
kingdom; its agricultural land is not divided up into small parcels, 
but the cornfields cover the plains like a shoreless ocean. Every¬ 
thing has other dimensions than with us: the coins are four or 
five times the size of European money, and compared with the 
newspapers, the great "dailies” of London, Paris, and Berlin 
seem small and insufficient. In short, we find that even in 
everyday things of secondary importance other quantitative 
notions prevail. 

It may perhaps be objected that these great dimensions are 
something external. The American found his great country ready 
made! True, but he has not divided it; he has not made frontiers 
of mountains and rivers! That he has built up this vast country 
into a unity—that is his achievement. And though the many- 
storied sky-scrapers of New York may have been a sheer neces¬ 
sity, though the concentration of commercial life on the narrow 
island may have forced the houses upwards, since the mighty 
arms of the Hudson prevented them from spreading laterally, as 
elsewhere in the world, this necessity is absent in Chicago, in 
Detroit, and in all the other centres in which sky-scrapers are 
being built today. Here the Americans have imitated New York, 
not because they were compelled to do so, but because they 
delight in largeness, as a matter of taste—or the want of taste, 
as Europeans may possibly feel. 

And here is the decisive point: Quantity, in America, is not 
a fact, as with us; it is a value. To say that something is large, 
massive, gigantic, is in America not a mere statement of fact, 
but the highest commendation. It is true that this may be so in 
Europe, but here the contrary valuation obtains as well; here 
small and graceful and modest things have a special value, while 
mere bulk may be felt as a defect, and colossal things are often 
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regarded as crude, vulgar, and unqualitative. All this the Ameri¬ 
can can hardly understand. The idyllic frame of mind which sees 
positive value in small and restrained and limited things is 
un-American, and occurs only as a reaction against Ameri¬ 
canism, while in many European peoples it is a positive char¬ 
acteristic. In America everything big is blindly accepted. Mag¬ 
nitude, in the purely external sense of largeness, sets the stand¬ 
ard of value. ... ....... 

The second chief characteristic of Americanism is the techni- 

calization or mechanization of life. Not that we Western Euro¬ 
peans are deficient in technique, but nowhere is it so obstrusive 
as in America. In Europe it is a servant at least, in theory-—- 
but in America it is the almost undisputed despot of life. The 
decisive point is not the existence, but the different valuation of 
technical methods and knowledge. In Europe at least, in intel¬ 
lectual circles—such terms as "mechanical or machine-made^ 
are employed as terms of censure, which are opposed to "organic" 
or "artistic." In the same way the word "technique” seems often 
to savor of the superficial, unintellectual, ana inartistic. The 
average American sets an absolute and positive value on tech¬ 
nique. In the American cities it is not only the finished wares 
that are displayed in the stores; if possible they are actually 
manufactured before the eyes of the passing crowd. You will 
see the pressing-machine at work in the shop-windows, stretch¬ 
ing, folding, and pressing a suit of clothes in the course of a 
few minutes; cigar-makers will show anyone who cares to linger 
before their windows how cigars are made by hand and machine; 
or you may see—and this is quite an appetizing sight—how 
sweets and pastry are made and cooked by neat and pretty young 
women. Technique is not, as it should be in theory, a means to 
an end, but is becoming an end in itself. The clatter of machinery, 
which we find disturbing, is music to the true American ear. Only 
by the fact that he does not inwardly rebel against it can we 
explain the fact that the American’s nerves do not suffer from 
noise like those of the European, who is distressed by these 
things because he inwardly protests against them. 

In a purely external sense, the mechanization of life is con¬ 
ditioned by the size of the country. To be sure, we Europeans 
too have need of our railways, telegraphs, and telephones; but 
in America these are far more essential if the different parts of 
the Continent are to be connected. A vast network of railways 
covers the land; the telegraph and the telephone, both largely 
American inventions, have reached a high degree of develop¬ 
ment. The air-mail is a necessity, not a kind of sport, as with us. 
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Above all, the motor-car is not a luxury, but an article of every¬ 
day utility, which is obvious from the shabby condition of most 
of the cars one sees. The majority of the railways, whether above 
or below ground, are single lines for one-way traffic, and there 
are separate tracks for the express trains. In the dwelling-houses 
people ascend to their apartments not by the stairs, but by eleva- 
torsj m the large buildings there are frequently a dozen or more 
lifts at the inmates’ disposal, and they may even be divided 
into express and local elevators. 

/ n t ^, eyes the Amer »can all these things have a positive 
value The average Europe^ takes his guest to the ancient 
churches of his city; he shows you streets and localities that have 
a sentimental interest; it will seldom occur to him to invite you 
to visit the slaughter-house or a car factory. In Chicago the 
slaughter-houses are regarded as the thing best worth seeing, and 
after them the factories, docks, etc. It is not that we Europeans 
never inspect a dock or a factory, but we do so out of curiosity 
or as a matter of unemotional interest, and not in a spirit of 
almost religious respect, as does the genuine American In the 
j re P ea tedly taken to see wireless apparatus, which 

he gre ?^/ Vanety ° f messa S es with a considerable 
amount of noise. What was heard, whether Beethoven or jazz 

music did not interest my hosts in the least; all that they con¬ 
sidered was the technique of transmission and reception—tech¬ 
nique as an end in itself. r 


This general mechanization of life is, of course, due to the 
co-operation of a number of factors. The lack of domestic serv¬ 
ants, which I shall presently consider as a social factor, has of 
necessity resulted in the mechanization, even in the home, of 
many tasks which in Europe are performed by human labor. 
While visiting American acquaintances who lived in the coun¬ 
ty 1 was repeatedly led into the kitchen by my hostess, where 
she showed me her laboratory. Mechanical contrivances did the 
work of washing and drying plates and dishes; electrical 
machines prepared the inevitable ice-cream; and there were 
cooking appliances and vacuum-cleaners with refinements quite 
unknown to us. All these things are devised for "comfort,” but 
American comfort is not what we call comfort in Europe. To 
us the word conveys a sense of ease and cosiness. The American 
railway-cars, with their spaciousness and their convenient cor¬ 
ridors, which enable one to pass through the whole train more 
readily than is possible on most European expresses, are entirely 
comfortable, but they are not "cosy.” .. . 

Everyone who has visited the United States will be able to 
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recall similar characteristics, all of which go to prove the same 
thing, namely, that the whole of life has been mechanized in a 
far greater degree than with us. Psychologically speaking, all 
these traits may be referred to an intellectual attitude on the 
part of the American, which is not indeed unknown in Europe, 
but is found in a purer form in America, and this attitude may 
be described as the rationalization of the soul. By rationalization 
I mean the prevalence of practical thinking, of the concentration 
of the intellect on the practical, useful, and efficient, and the 
obverse of this attitude is the repression and suppression of all 
that is merely agreeable, emotional, and irrational in the per¬ 
sonality. This rationality, as a form of thinking and willing, 
expresses itself in constructions and instruments and machines 
which impress the purposeful will of humanity, with the aid of 
the inorganic forces of Nature, on the outer world. The machine 
is above all the typical creation and manifestation of the utili¬ 
tarian and practical reason. It is pure practicality, embodied 
rationality. 

Even organic and intellectual life are mechanized in accord¬ 
ance with the ideal of the rationally operating machine. A cow or 
a pig, which the German peasant will regard as a personality, 
and for which he often feels affection, is in America a machine 
for producing meat and leather. How should any personal rela¬ 
tion to the animal be possible when animals are produced” by 
the thousand ? Even man himself is becoming mechanized, is 
considered solely with regard to his performance. What are the 
holders of the great athletic titles but machines for boxing, 
playing baseball, or running? And the workers in the factories? 
They too are machines, which indefatigably exercise the same 
function, a function rationally acquired, without any personal 
relation to the thing which they are making. How should the 
individual worker have any personal relation to his work when 
he is only one of thousands, who are all co-operating in a task 
which he cannot survey as a whole? Strictly speaking, the factory 
worker is not even a complete machine, but only a portion of a 
machine, with no more independence than a cog-wheel or driv¬ 
ing-belt. Taylorism and Fordism are the systematic accomplish¬ 
ment of this mechanization of the human being. . . . 

The mathematization and technicalization of life is connected 
inextricably with a further trait of Americanism—with the 
typicalization, or, to use the American expression, the standardi¬ 
zation of life. Nowadays one may also call this Fordization, 
since Mr. Ford is regarded as peculiarly representative of his 
country. Standardization is a consequence of mass-production, 
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mathematizatKjn, and mechanization, for it implies the unlimited 
mass-product'on—for the most part by mechanical means—of a 
finite type of product. The most importunate result of this 
,s tEe F° r d car that rattles along every street. 

This standardization will be obvious even to anyone crossing 
the continent There are, of course, great differences in different 
parts of the States, yet they are trifling as compared with the 
uniformity which exists by their side. As compared with the 
special characteristics of German or Italian landscapes, in which 
every village almost, and at all events every town of any size 
has an individuality of its own, the differences between Ameri¬ 
can cities are trifling. At all events, an observant eye will note 
the conspicuous appearance of the same features everywhere in 
spite of obvious differences. This typification will be seen in 
the most prominent features as well as in the least conspicuous. 
It you go shopping you will everywhere find the same standard 
wares in the window. All the men seem to be clothed by the 
same tailor, and all the women seem to have bought their hats 
at the same shop. As a matter of fact, they buy the same things 

j erent sho P s> Ever y th »ng reaches a most respectable stand¬ 
ard, but everywhere this standard has the effect of a leveling a 
standardization. b ' 


The most remarkable thing is that even the people impress 
one as having been standardized. All these clean-shaven men, 
all these girls, with their doll-like faces, which are generally 
painted, seem to have been produced somewhere in a Ford fac¬ 
tory, not by the dozen but by the thousand. In no other country 
are the individuals reduced to such a dead-level as in the United 
States, and this appears all the more remarkable when we reflect 
that nowhere is there such a disorderly mixture of races and 
peoples as in this Eldorado of the needy and adventurous of all 
countries. And yet, surprisingly enough, after a few years as a 
rule and certainly after a few generations, the immigrant, 
whether he was English, German, Russian, Syrian, or Greek, 
has become an American.” And this transformation affects 
even his features! We can understand that as regards his cloth¬ 
ing and other externals he will do his best not to look a “green¬ 
horn” ; but it is not so easy to understand that even the member 
of such a race as the Jewish, which has preserved its type for 
thousands of years, will after a little while impress one as 
being not a Jew but an American. And if this transformation 
affects the features, which would seem to be independent of the 
will, it is naturally far more perceptible in the bearing and 
behavior, in speech and accent, and in social manners. 
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As in the case of "quantification” and mechanization, so in 
that of typification we are confronted by a different valuation. 
In Europe, time out of mind, people have preferred to main¬ 
tain a distance, and therefore a difference, between races and 
classes and other social groups, and even between individuals. 
Distance, uniqueness, and originality are European values, which 
are foreign to the American. His values are the very reverse of 
these: adherence to type, agreement, similarity. In the Middle 
Ages the classes were divided by dress, custom, and many other 
characteristics; there was no intercourse between them. Even 
in Europe time has brought many changes; even in Europe the 
bourgeois is victorious, and noblemen and peasants alike wear 
bourgeois clothes. Nevertheless, these differences persist, even 
though they may not be visible; the spirit of caste still survives; 
classes and professional groups still regard one another with 
disfavor; the educated man looks down on the man of the peo¬ 
ple, and the man of the people is resentful of education; the 
officer has a special standing, and so forth. In America these 
differences do not exist. There the only difference that counts 
is a man’s quantitative achievement and success, which in the 
last resort is expressed in dollars. Here is a marshal’s baton 
which everyone carries in his knapsack. It does not matter how 
he makes his way; whether he succeeds as a professor, or a 
merchant, or an artisan, there is only the one method of valua¬ 
tion. There are no insuperable barriers, such as that of noble 
birth. If a man fails in one calling, he adopts another. No one 
looks down on a man who fails as a professor and then becomes 
a hotel-keeper, provided he is successful. This lack of social 
discrimination impresses the newcomer. People treat one another 
with a peculiarly equalitarian politeness, which to us often seems 
an obtrusive cordiality, but which is an attribute of the type, 
not of the individual. The American sees in his neighbor not a 

certain Mr. M- or Mrs. N-, but simply an impersonal 

being, with whom he can exchange opinions, or rather the usual 
phrases, concerning the weather or the last glove-fight. This re¬ 
duction of all to a dead-level has of course its advantages, but it 
deprives life of much that is desirable, and, above all, of a 
perception of personal quality. 

Just as the American does not discriminate between the pro¬ 
fessions, so he has no perception of all those factors that in 
Europe separate, differentiate, and discriminate. What of the 
political parties, for example? In Europe they are divided by 
their social and political ideals. There are, of course, political 
differences in America, but in the first place they are very few, 
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Drived" to findT* 1 r Cy , ar ? J ery sIight ' The Eur °pean is sur- 

dencies of^ !’° W d, , fference there « between the ten- 
denc.es of the two principal parties, the Republicans and the 

s^rwles and rtf" chan « e , thei J party without conscientious 
Fven d J h 7 are n0t therefore accused of moral weakness 

akhounfcn S K n0t SUCb radical divisi< ™ « - Europe,' 
although the number of sects and confusions is far greater than 

W. h US But there is no "Center” party, as in cfrmany no 

enm> tlSm aS , We understand 't. no instinctive feeling of 

t.onsLXT tr t t ! ln0l ? gical s P ecies ' Even such associa- 
t ons as the Ku-Klux-Klan do not attack any particular group 

of opponents, but simply wage war on all that is un-Amfrican 

,s ’ °" aI ,‘ that 1S not typical. If a thing is untypical it is 

Furtber - the difference between the sexes ^s not so 

f down Imd7° r US t0 , be ~ with us - Women do not constitute 

peans have spoken of gynocracy. Even the young girl behaves 
With an independence which is startling to the European and 
seems to him unfeminine”; and conversely, he often detects 
feminine traits in the American man. In both cases he is mis- 
^esexes have not interchanged their roles; it is only 
ha the differences are not so extreme. Even age does not con 
stitute a social difference in the States. While with us the rela¬ 
tion of adults to children (like that of the husband to the wife) 
is from the sociological point of view very like that of master 

riJhrfrn ’ '"I menC ? y0Uth en ' oys much more extensive 

r T u m t y ? ften be re S arded by the European as a 
lack of respect, disobedience, and libertinism, but it is not so 

regarded in America, since the adult does not ask for respect 
and subordination. Human typification finds an aesthetic expres¬ 
sion in an ideal beauty," which is propagated daily in a thou¬ 
sand magazines, cinemas, and theatres, and in which all the 

characteristic differences of race, sex, age, and class have com- 
pletely disappeared. 


Richard Miiller-Freienfels, Mysteries 
nard Miall. New York, 1929. 
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Love in America 


Raoul de Roussy de Sales 


born in Paris in 1896, Roussy de Sales had a long associa¬ 
tion with America and Americans. During the First World 
War he served as liaison officer with the American Red 
Cross, then became an assistant director of the Rockefeller 
Foundation in France. He came to the United States in 1932 
as correspondent for various French newspapers, lectured 
widely in this country, contributed to numerous American 
and French periodicals, and translated Mein Kampf for 
American publication. Returning to France at the outbreak 
of the Second World War, Roussy de Sales lost his life on 
December 3, 1942. This essay on "Love in America,” which 
appeared first in the Atlantic Monthly in 1938, illustrates 
admirably the wit, the penetration, and the affection with 
which he looked at the American scene. 


America appears to be the only country in the world where 
love is a national problem. 

Nowhere else can one find a people devoting so much time 
and so much study to the question of the relationship between 
men and women. Nowhere else is there such concern about the 
fact that this relationship does not always make for perfect happi¬ 
ness. The great majority of the Americans of both sexes seem to 
be in a state of chronic bewilderment in the face of a problem 
which they are certainly not the first to confront, but which— 
unlike other people—they still refuse to accept as one of those 
gifts of the gods which one might just as well take as it is: a 

mixed blessing at times, and at other times a curse or merely a 
nuisance. 

The prevailing conception of love, in America, is similar to 
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the idea of democracy. It is fine in theory. It is the grandest 

cestors Vh* ^ T* t0 dlfferentia>te him fro m g his an¬ 

cestors, the poor brutes who lived in caverns, or from the apes 

ove is perfect, in fact, and there is nothing better But like^de 

Zu?dVf 0eS T W0rk ’4 ndthe *el that something 

should be done about it. Their statesmen are intent on making 

de ™eithe WOrk , Evcr >' t ' od y is trying to make love work, too® 
reason t ^ " ?? Very satisfact °ry- The probable 

CO T pr ° m,Ses between the desires of the 
=ht th e T nS 0f reaSOn - The >' havt a peculiar way of 

them too g welh “ S °° n 35 ° ne tr ‘ eS t0 ° hard t0 or g a " ize 

The secret of making a success out of democracy and love in 
them practical applications is to allow for a fauly lide marg n 

unable S ‘° { °T that human beings Ve absolut! y 

unable to subm.t to a uniform rule for any length of time But 

pragmatism also'h y | a nat ‘° n th f’ in s P ite of ' ts dev otion to 
pragmatism, also believes in perfection 

For a foreigner to speak of the difficulties that the Americans 

shin ml? ‘ n SUCh a " ,nt ‘ mate as P ect of th cu mutual relation¬ 
ship may appear as an impertinence. But the truth is that no 

ZTcorTt d fZ r t f hmk ° f br, t nfi U P SUch 3 - b iece of h,° 

aCCOrd ' In fact ’ foreigners who come to these shores are 
?. j h UnSUS P eCtln S of the existence of such a national problem 
in? h ?'u a 5 bservatl0n that ^e percentage of goal looking 
are^outhfi hands ° m . e , men 15 h '8 h on this continent, that they 

lolknn rf d ’ ea hy - ,n m,nd and bod y. a nd that their out- 
look on life is rather optimistic. 

" e? ne TT S have seen enou 8 h American moving pic- 
tures before landing here—and they usually have— they must 

fr?? g ? h ? ed t be ,m P r ession that love in America is normally 
lumphant, and that, in spite of many unfortunate accidents^ 

Lr/u ry f 3nn0t but end vef y weI1 indeed - ^ey will have 
noticed that these Jove stones which are acted in Hollywood may 

portray quite regrettable situations at times and that blissful 

unions get wrecked by ail sorts of misfortunes. But they never 

dlvn^ W I eCked *' eVe ? When the ha PPy cou P ]c is compelled to 

onlv fk ^ 1S n0t the end of evei 7 thin £- most cases it is 
only the beginning. Very soon they will remarry, sometimes 

for lov^ an ° ther ’ and a,wa y s — w, thout ever an exception— 

. observant foreigner knows, of course, that he cannot 
crust the movies to give him a really reliable picture of the 
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American attitude towards love, marriage, divorce, and remar. 
riace. But they nevertheless indicate that in such matters the 
popular mind likes to be entertained by the idea (1) that love is 
the only reason why a man and a woman should get married; 
(2) that love is always wholesome, genuine, uplifting, an 
fresh, like a glass of Grade A milk; (3) that when, for some 
reason or other, it fails to keep you uplifted, wholesome, and 
fresh, the only thing to do is to begin all over again with another 

P Thus forewarned, the foreigner who lands on these shores 
would be very tactless indeed if he started questioning t e 
validity of these premises. Besides, it is much more likely that 
he himself will feel thoroughly transformed the moment he takes 
his first stroll in the streets of New York. His European skepti¬ 
cism will evaporate a little more at each step, and if he considers 
himself not very young any more he will be immensely gratified 
to find that maturity and even old age are merely European habits 
of thought, and that he might just as well adopt the American 
method, which is to be young and act young for the rest of his life 
—or at least until the expiration of his visa. . 

If his hotel room is equipped with a radio, his impression that 
he has at last reached the land of eternal youth and perfect love 
will be confirmed at any hour of the day and on any point o 
the dial. No country in the world consumes such a fabulous 
amount of love songs. Whether the song is gay or nostalgic, the 
tune catchy or banal, the verses clever or silly, the theme is 
always love and nothing but love. 

Whenever I have gone back to France and listened to the 
radio, I have always been surprised to find that so many songs 
can be written on other subjects. I have no statistics on hand, 
but I think that a good 75 per cent of the songs one hears on 
the French radio programs deal with politics. There are love 
songs, of course, but most of them are far from romantic, and 
this is quite in keeping with the French point of view that love 
is very often an exceedingly comical affair. 

In America the idea seems to be that love, like so much else, 
should be sold to the public, because it is a good thing. The very 
word, when heard indefinitely, becomes an obsession. It pene¬ 
trates one's subconsciousness like the name of some unguent to 
cure heartaches or athlete’s foot. It fits in with the other adver¬ 
tisements, and one feels tempted to write to the broadcasting 
station for a free sample of this thing called Love. 

Thus the visitor from Europe is rapidly permeated with a 
delightful atmosphere of romanticism and sweetness. He won- 
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ders why Italy and Spain ever acquired their reputation of being 
the lands of romance. This, he says to himself, is the home of 
poetry and passion. The Americans are the real heirs of the 
troubadours, and station W^XZQ is their love court. 

To discover that all this ballyhoo about love (which is not 
confined to the radio or the movies) is nothing but an aspect of 
the national optimistic outlook on life does not take very Jong. 
It usually becomes evident when the foreign visitor receives the 
confidences of one or more of the charming American women 
he will chance to meet. This normally happens after the first 
or second cocktail party to svhich he has been invited. 


II 

I wish at this point to enter a plea in defense of the foreign 
visitor, against whom a great many accusations are often made 
e!ther in print or in conversation. These accusations fall under 
two heads. If the foreigner seems to have no definite objective 
in visiting America, he is strongly suspected of trying to marry 
an heiress. If for any reason he cannot be suspected of this inten- 
tion, then his alleged motives are considerably more sinister. 
Many American men, and quite a few women, believe that the 
art of wrecking a happy home is not indigenous to this con¬ 
tinent, and that in Europe it has been perfected to such a point 

that to practice it has become a reflex with the visitors from 
abroad. 

It is very true that some foreign visitors come over here to 
marry for money in exchange for a title or for some sort of 
glamour. But there are many more foreigners who marry Ameri¬ 
can women for other reasons besides money, and I know quite 
a few who have become so Americanized that they actually have 
married for love and for nothing else. 

, ^° f • t ^ ie c ^ ar £ e fhat th e Europeans are more expert than 

ne Americans in spoiling someone else’s marital happiness, it 
seems to me an unfair accusation. In most cases the initiative of 
spoiling whatever it is that remains to be spoiled in a shaky 
marriage is normally taken by one of the married pair, and the 

th^jolT °* ^PP 111655 c * oes not neec * an y special talent to finish 

IS ^ Ulte true ’ however, is that the American woman 
entertains the delightful illusion that there must be some man 

n this earth who can understand her. It seems incredible to her 
* l- ove > w ithin legal bonds or outside of them, should not 
f out as advertised. From her earliest years she has been told 
success is the ultimate aim of life. Her father and mother 
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made an obvious success of their lives by creating her._Her hus- 
band is or wants to be, a successful business man. Every day. 
130 , 000,000 people are panting and sweating to ma e ^ access 
of something or other. Success—the constant effort to make 
things work perfectly and the conviction that they can be mad 

to_is the great national preoccupation. 

And what does one do to make a success? 

Well, the answer is very simple: one learns how, or one co 

SU That fswhat her husband does when he wants to invest his 
money or improve the efficiency of his business^ That is what sh 
did herself when she decided to "decorate her house. In the 
American way of life there are no insoluble problems. You may 
not know the answer yourself, but nobody doubts that the answer 
cx i sts —that there is some method or perhaps some trick by whic 

all riddles can be solved and success achieved. 

And so the European visitor is put to the task on the presump¬ 
tion that the accumulation of experience which he brings witn 
him may qualify him as an expert in questions of sentiment. 

The American woman does not want to be understood for the 
mere fun of it. What she actually wishes is to be helped to solve 
certain difficulties which, in her judgment, impede the success¬ 
ful development of her inner self. She seldom accepts the idea 
that maladjustments and misunderstandings are not only normal 
but bearable once you have made up your mind that, whatever 
may be the ultimate aim of our earthly existence, perfect happi¬ 
ness through love or any other form of expression is not part of 

the program. 

TIT 


One of the greatest moral revolutions that ever happened in 
America was the popularization of Freud's works. 

Up to the time that occurred, as far as I am able to judge, 
America lived in a blissful state of puritanical repression. Love, 
as a sentiment, was glorified and sanctified by marriage. There 
was a general impression that some sort of connection existed 
between the sexual impulses and the vagaries of the heart, but 
this connection was not emphasized, and the consensus of opin¬ 
ion was that the less said about it the better. The way certain 
nations, and particularly the French, correlated the physical 
manifestations of love and its more spiritual aspects was consid¬ 
ered particularly objectionable. Love, in other words,—and that 
was not very long ago,—had not changed since the contrary 
efforts of the puritanically-minded and the romantic had finally 
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stabilized it midway between the sublime and the parlor game 

Ihe important point is that up to then (and ever since the first 

i gnms set foot on this continent) love had been set aside in the 

general scheme of American life as the one thing which could 

not be m ade to work better than it did. Each one had to cope 

with his own difficulties in his own way and solve them as 

privately as he could. It was not a national problem. 

Whether or not people were happier under that system is 

beside the point. It probably does not matter very much whether 

we live and die with or without a full set of childish complexes 

and repressions. My own view is that most people are neither 

complex nor repressed enough as a rule; I wish sometimes for the 

coming of the Anti-Freud who will complicate and obscure 
everything again. 

But the fact is that the revelations of psychoanalysis were 
greeted in America as the one missing link in the general pro¬ 
gram of universal improvement. 

Here was a system, at last, that explained fully why love 
remained so imperfect. It reduced the whole dilemma of happi- 
n ess to sexual maladjustments, which in turn were only the result 
of the mistakes made by one’s father, mother, or nurse, at an 
age when one could certainly not be expected to foresee the con¬ 
sequences. Psychoanalysis integrated human emotions into a 
set of mechanistic formulas. One learned with great relief that 
the failure to find happiness was not irreparable. Love, as a 
sublime communion of souls and bodies, was not a legend nor 
the mere fancy of the poets. It was real, and—more important 
still practically attainable. Anybody could have it, merely by 
removing a few obstructions which had been growing within 
himself since childhood like mushrooms in a dark cellar. Love 
could be made to work like anything else. 

It is true that not many people are interested in psycho- 
anaylsi s any more. As a fad or a parlor game, it is dead. Modern 
debutantes will not know what you are talking about if you 
mention the CEdipus complex or refer to the symbolic meaning 
of umbrellas and top hats in dreams. Traditions die young these 
ays But the profound effect of the Freudian revelation has 
asted. From its materialistic interpretation of sexual impulses, 
coupled with the American longing for moral perfection, a new 
science has been born: the dialectics of love; and also a new urge 
for the American people—they want to turn out, eventually, a 
perfect product. They want to get out of love as much enjoyment, 
comfort, safety, and general sense of satisfaction, as one gets 
out of a well-balanced diet or a good plumbing installation. 
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Curiously enough, this fairly new point of view which implies 
that human relationships are governed by scientific laws has not 
destroyed the romantic ideal of love. Quite the contrary. Mala 
justments, now that they are supposed to be scientifically deter¬ 
mined, have become much more unbearable than in the horse- 
and-buggy age of love. Husbands and wives and lovers have no 
patience with their troubles. They want to be cured, and when 
they think they are incurable they become very intolerant. 

Reformers always are. 

Usually, however, various attempts at readjustment are made 
with devastating candor. Married couples seem to spend many 
precious hours of the day and night discussing what is wrong 
with their relationship. The general idea is that according to 
the teachings of most modern psychologists and pedagogues-— 
one should face the truth fearlessly. Husbands and wives should 
be absolutely frank with one another, on the assumption that if 
love between them is real it will be made stronger and more 
real still if submitted, at frequent intervals, to the test of com¬ 
plete sincerity on both sides. 

This is a fine theory, but it has seldom been practiced without 
disastrous results. There are several reasons why this should be 
so. First of all, truth is an explosive, and it should be handled 
with care, especially in marital life. It is not necessary to lie, but 
there is little profit in juggling with hand grenades just to show 
how brave one is. Secondly, the theory of absolute sincerity pre¬ 
supposes that, if love cannot withstand continuous blasting, then 
it is not worth saving anyway. Some people want their love life 
to be a permanent battle of Verdun. When the system of defense 
is destroyed beyond repair, then the clause of hopeless malad¬ 
justment is invoked by one side, or by both. The next thing to 
do is to divorce and find someone else to be recklessly frank 
with for a season. 

Another reason why the method of adjustment through truth¬ 
telling is not always wise is that it develops fiendish traits of 
character which might otherwise remain dormant. 

I know a woman whose eyes glitter with virtuous self-satis¬ 
faction every time she has had a "real heart-to-heart talk” with 
her husband, which means that she has spent several hours tor¬ 
turing him, or at best boring him to distraction, with a ruthless 


RAOUL DE ROUSSY DE SALES 


201 


exposure of the deplorable status of their mutual relationship 
to date. She is usually so pleased with herself after these periodi¬ 
cal inquests that she tells most of her friends, and also her 
coiffeur, about it. Dick and I had such a wonderful time last 
evening. We made a real effort to find out the real truth about 
each other—or, at least, I certainly did. I honestly believe we 
have found a new basis of adjustment for ourselves. What a 
marvelous feeling that is—don’t you think so?” 

Dick, of course, if he happens to be present, looks rather 
nervous or glum, but that is not the point. The point is that 
Dick’s wife feels ali aglow because she has done her bit in the 
general campaign for the improvement of marital happiness 
through truth. She has been a good girl scout. .. . 

V 

The difference between an American cookbook and a French 
one is that the former is very accurate and the second exceedingly 
vague. A French recipe seldom tells you how many ounces of 
butter to use to make crepes Suzette, or how many spoonfuls of 
oil should go into a salad dressing. French cookbooks are full 
of esoteric measurments such as a pinch of pepper, a suspicion of 
garlic, or a generous sprinkling of brandy. There are constant 
references to seasoning to taste, as if the recipe were merely in¬ 
tended to give a general direction, relying on the experience and 
innate art of the cook to make the dish turn out right. 

American recipes look like doctors’ prescriptions. Perfect 
cooking seems to depend on perfect dosage. Some of these books 
give you a table of calories and vitamins—as if that had any¬ 
thing to do with the problem of eating well! 

In the same way, there is now flourishing in America a great 
crop of books which offer precise recipes for the things you 
should do, or avoid doing, in order to achieve happiness and 
keep the fires of love at a constant temperature. In an issue of 
Time magazine, four such books were reviewed together. Their 
titles are descriptive enough of the purpose of the authors as 
well as the state of mind of the readers: Love and Happiness, 
So You’re Going to Get Married, Marriages Are Made at Horne, 
Getting Along Together. 

I have not read all these books, but, according to the reviewer, 
they all tend to give practical answers to the same mysterious 
problem of living with someone of the opposite sex. They try 
to establish sets of little rules and little tricks which will guar¬ 
antee marital bliss is carefully followed, in the same way that 
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cookbooks guarantee that you will obtain pumpkin pie if you use 
the proper ingredients properly measured. 

As the publisher of one of these books says on the jacket: 
"There is nothing in this book about the complicated psychologi¬ 
cal problems that send men and women to psychoanalysts, but 
there is a lot in it about the little incidents of daily married life 
—the things that happen in the parlor, bedroom and bath— 
that handled one way enable people to live together happily for¬ 
ever after, and handled another way lead to Reno.” 

Time’s review of these books is very gloomy in its conclusion: 
"Despite their optimistic tone," it says, "the four volumes give 
a troubled picture of United States domestic life—a world in 
which husbands are amorous when wives are not, and vice versa; 
where conflicts spring up over reading in bed or rumpling the 
evening paper . . . the whole grim panorama giving the impres¬ 
sion that Americans are irritable, aggravated, dissatisfied people 
for whom marriage is an ordeal that only heroes and heroines 
can bear.” 

But I believe that the editors of Time would be just as 
dejected if they were reviewing four volumes about American 
cooking, and for the same reasons. You cannot possibly feel 
cheerful when you see the art of love or the art of eating thus 
reduced to such automatic formulas, even if the experts in these 
matters are themselves cheerful and optimistic. Good food, the 
pleasures of love, and those of marriage depend on imponder¬ 
ables, individual taste, and no small amount of luck. 

VI 

Thus the problem of love in America seems to be the resultant 
of conflicting and rather unrealistic ways of approaching it. Too 
many songs, too many stories, too many pictures, and too much 
romance on the one hand, and too much practical advice on the 
other. It is as if the experience of being in love could only be 
one of two things: a super-human ecstasy, the way of reaching 
heaven on earth and in pairs; or a psychopathic condition to be 
treated by specialists. 

Between these two extremes there is little room for com¬ 
promise. That the relationship between men and women offers 
a wide scale of variations seldom occurs to the experts. It is not 
necessarily true that there is but one form of love worth bother¬ 
ing about, and that if you cannot get the de luxe model, with a 
life guarantee of perfect functioning, nothing else is worth¬ 
while. It is not true either that you can indefinitely pursue the 
same quest for perfection, or that if a man and a woman have not 
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found ideal happiness together they will certainly find it with 
somebody else^Life unfortunately does not begin atforty and 
when you reach that age, in America or anywhere else to go on 
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and so forth, with love are only dimly perceived by most people 
and even by the novelists, who, with very few exceptions, seem 
to ignore or scorn these complicated patterns. These fine studies 
have been left to the psychiatrists, the charlatans, or the manu¬ 
facturers of naive recipes. . , 

The reason for this neglect on the part of real thinkers and 

essayists may be that for a long time the standards imposed by 
the puritanical point of view made the whole study more or less 
taboo with respectable authors. And then the Freudian wave came 
along and carried the whole problem out of reach of the amateur 
observer and the artist. In other words, conditions have been 
such that there has been no occasion to fill this curious gap in 
American literature. 

Of course, nothing is lost. The field remains open, and there 
is no reason to suppose that love in America will not cease to 
be a national problem, a hunting ground for the reformer, and 
that it will not become, as everywhere else, a personal affair 
very much worth the effort it takes to examine it as such. 
All that is necessary is for someone to forget for a while 
love as Hollywood—or the professor—sees it, and sit down 
and think about it as an eternally fascinating subject for purely 
human observation. 

Raoul de Roussy de Sales, "Love in America,” The Atlantic 
Monthly, May, 1938. 


Capitalism Nurtures America 
in Spiritual Lassitude 

Ilya Ilf and Eugene Petrov 


IN 1932 Americans had read, with delight, a book called 
Little Golden Calf, one of the few humorous books on the 
Soviet Union which had been permitted to appear. Three 
years later the authors, Ilya Ilf and Eugene Petrov, came to 
the United States to look at life under capitalism and report 
their findings. It was a period of acute depression, and what 
they saw confirmed them in their belief that capitalism was 
headed for disaster. Yet, like Ilya Ehrenburg who came over 
in 1946, their view of America was a confused one. They 
were committed to disapproval, yet found much in Ameri¬ 
can economy and society that excited their admiration. 
Something of that grudging admiration crept into their 
Little Golden America, from the concluding chapter of 
which this selection is taken. 



Our journey came to an end. Within two months we had been 
in twenty-five states and several hundred towns, we had 
breathed the dry air of deserts and prairies, had crossed the 
Rocky Mountains, had seen Indians, had talked with the young 
unemployed, with the old capitalists, with radical intellectuals, 
with revolutionary workers, with poets, with writers, with 
engineers. We had examined factories and parks, had admired 
roads and bridges, had climbed up the Sierra Nevadas and de¬ 
scended into the Carlsbad Caves. We had traveled ten thousand 
miles. 

And throughout that entire journey we never once stopped 
thinking of the Soviet Union. 

We had traveled over American highways, but in our thoughts 
were Soviet highways. We spent nights in American hotels, 
but we thought about Soviet hotels. We examined Ford's fac- 
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tories, but in our thoughts we saw ourselves in our own auto¬ 
mobile factories, and while conversing w-ith Indians we thought 
of Kazakstan. 

Through the tremendous distance that separated us from Soviet 
soil we envisioned it with special incisiveness. It is necessary to 
see the capitalist world to appreciate in a new way the world of 
socialism. All the attributes of the socialist arrangement of our 
life, which man ceases to notice because of daily contact with 
them, seem especially significant at a distance. We understood 
the mood of Maxim Gorky when upon his return to the Union 
after many years of life abroad, tirelessly, day in and day out, 
he repeated one and the same thing: "It’s a remarkable thing you 
are doing, comrades! A great thing!” 

We talked constantly about the Soviet Union, drew parallels, 
made comparisons. We noticed that the Soviet people whom we 
frequently met in America were of the same emotions. There 
was not a single conversation which in the end would not bring 
a reference to the Soviet Union: "But at home it is like this,” 
"but at home it is like that,” "it would be well to introduce it at 
home,” "we don’t know how to do that yet,” "that we have 
already adopted.” Soviet people abroad were not mere travelers, 
not merely engineeers or diplomats on a mission. All of them 
were lovers who had been torn away from the object of their 
affection and who remembered it every minute. It is a unique 
patriotism that cannot be understood, let us say, by an American. 
In all probability the American is a good patriot. If he were 
asked he would sincerely say that he loves his country; but at 
the same time it will be found out that he does not love Morgan, 
that he does not know and does not care to know the names of 
the people who planned the suspension bridges in San Fran¬ 
cisco, that he is not interested to know why in America drought 
increases every year, who built the Boulder Dam and why, why 
Negroes are lynched in the Southern states, or why he must eat 
frozen meat. He will say that he loves his country—yet he is 
profoundly indifferent to questions of agriculture, since he is not 
an agriculturist; to questions of industry, since he is not an indus¬ 
trialist; to finances, since he is not a financier; to art, since he is 
not an artist; and to military problems, since he is not a military 
man. He is a hard-working man who receives his hundred and 
thirty dollars a month, so he sneers at Washington with all its 
laws, at Chicago with its bandits, and at New York with its 
Wall Street. He asks only one thing of his country—to let him 
a one, and not to interfere with his listening to his radio or 
going to the movies. Of course, when he becomes unemployed. 
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savage. But even these all-powerful men cannot divest the people 
of the notion that life must be improved. That notion is very 
widespread in America. But when it finally finds its expression 
in the form of political ideas, their level does not exceed the 
level of the average Hollywood picture. And such ideas have a 

“Alllhe'poHtical ideas which tend to the improvement of the 
welfare of the American people are inevitably presented in the 
form of easy arithmetic problems for students of the third grade. 
In order to understand the idea, the voter need merely take a 
sheet of paper, a pencil, make a quick calculation and i s done. 
As a matter of fact, all of them are not really ideas but tricks, 
suitable for advertising purposes only. They would hardly bear 
mentioning, if scores of millions of Americans were not carried 

away by them. _ 5 

How to save America and improve its lire r' 

Huey Long advises division of wealth. A sheet of paper and 
a pencil appear on the scene. The voter, puffing, adds, multiplies, 
subtracts, and divides. This is a terribly interesting occupation. 
What a smart fellow this Huey Long is! Everyone will get a 
large sum of money! People are so carried away by this impu¬ 
dent arithmetic that it does not even occur to them to think about 

where these millions will come from. 

How to improve life? How to save America? 

There arises a new titan of thought, another Socrates or Con- 
fucius the physician Townsend. The thought which has entered 
the thinking head of this respectable practicing physician could 
have been born in any small European country only in a psychi¬ 
atric hospital in a ward for the tranquil, quiet, polite, and 
utterly hopeless madmen. But in America it has a dizzying 
success. Here it isn’t even necessary to bother with subtraction 
and multiplication. Here everything is quite simple. Every old 
man and every old woman in the United States upon attaining 
the age of sixty will receive two hundred dollars a month under 
obligation to spend these dollars. Then trade will increase auto¬ 
matically and automatically unemployment will disappear. Every¬ 
thing takes place automatically. 

When we were leaving America the number of Townsend’s 
followers was increasing at a frightful rate. Not a single politi¬ 
cian dared to speak against this doctor of genius on the eve 
of elections. 

But American capitalists understand that motion pictures, a 
radio broadcast, stories in weeklies, billboards about revolution 
"which can never happen in America," churches, and arithmeti- 
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cal plans may not prove sufficient, so there are already growing 
American Legions'’ and "Liberty Leagues," and little by little 
ascist orces are trained, so that at the necessary moment they 
may be turned into the most genuine kind of storm troops, which 
will be ordered to stifle the revolutionary movement by force. 

America is rich. But it is not merely rich. It is phenomenally 
rich. It has everything—oil, grain, coal, gold, cotton—everything 
that can only lie beneath the earth or grow upon the earth. It 
has people—the best workers in the world—capable, neat, effi¬ 
cient, honest, hard-working. America marched toward its enrich¬ 
ment at a quick rate of speed. The country reminds one of a 
man who has made a rapid career, who at first sells suspenders 
rom a pushcart on the East Side, then opens his own store of 
ready-made clothes and moves to Brooklyn. Then he opens a 
department store, begins to play the stock market and moves 
to the Bronx. And finally he buys a railroad, hundreds of steam¬ 
ships two motion picture factories, builds a skyscraper, opens 
a bank, joins a golf club, and moves to Park Avenue. He is a 
billionaire. He has striven for that goal all his life. He bought 
and sold everything in any old way. He dispossessed people, 
speculated, sat at the stock exchange from morning until night, 
he toiled sixteen hours a day, he awoke with the thought of 
money, he fell asleep with the same thought, and now he is 
monstrously wealthy. Now he may rest. He has villas by the 
ocean he has yachts and castles, but he becomes ill with an 
incurable d^ease. He is dying, and no billions can save him. 

he stimulus of American life has been and is money. Con¬ 
temporary American technique grew up and developed so that 
money might be made faster. Everything that brings in money 
eve ops, and everything that does not bring money degenerates 
and wilts away. Gas, electricity, construction, and automobile 
companies, in their chase for money, have created a high stand¬ 
ard of living. America has raised itself to a high degree of 
we are having left Europe far behind. But precisely at this 
h? ln becomes clear that America is seriously and dangerously 

If * countr y 1S now facing its own reductio ad abwrdtun. 

ls capable now, today, of feeding a billion people, and yet it 
cannot feed its own hundred and twenty millions. It has every- 
mg needed to create a peaceful life for its people, yet it has 
come to such a pass that the entire population is in a state of 
unrest, the unemployed fears that he will never again find a job; 

6 e ^Pj°y ed fears that he will lose his job; the farmer fears a 
rop failure, because then prices will increase and it will cost 
im more to buy bread, but he also fears a good crop, because 
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then prices will fall and he will have to sell his produce for a 
pittance. The rich fear that bandits will kidnap their children, 
bandits fear that they will be placed in the electric chair. Immi¬ 
grants fear that they will be deported from America; Negroes 
fear that they will be lynched; politicians fear elections; the 
average man fears illness, because then doctors will take every¬ 
thing he owns; the merchant fears that racketeers will come and 
riddle his store counters with a machine-gun fusillade. 

At the foundation of life of the Soviet Union lies the com¬ 
munist idea. We have a definite goal, toward which the country 
advances. The slogan that technique decides everything was 
given by Stalin after that idea triumphed. That is why we the 
people, by comparison with Americans of the average kind are 
now already much calmer and happier than they, in the land of 
Morgan and Ford, of twenty-five million automobiles, of a 
million miles of ideal roads, the land of cold and hot water, or 
bathrooms, and of service. That is why technique does not seem 
to us an evil spirit sprung from a bottle. On the contrary, we 
want to catch up with technical America and to outstrip it. 

America does not know what will happen with it tomorrow. 
We know, and we can tell with definite accuracy, what will 

happen with us fifty years from now. 

Nevertheless, we can still learn much from America. We are 
doing that. But the lessons which we learn from America are 

episodic and too specialized. 

To catch up with America! That task which Stalin set before 
our people is immense, but in order to carry out this task we must 
first of all study America, study not only its automobiles, its tur¬ 
bine generators and radio apparatuses (we are doing that), but 
likewise the very character of the work of American workers, 
engineers, business people, especially the business people, because 
if our Stakhanovists sometimes outstrip the norms of American 
workers, while the engineers are no worse at times than the 
American engineers (about that we heard frequently from 
Americans themselves), still, our business people or economists 
are considerably behind American business people and cannot 
compete with them in any way. 

We will not discuss now the attributes of our economists, 
their loyalty to ideas, their devotion, their efficiency. These are 
the attributes of the Communist Party, which brought them up. 
Nor will we touch upon the deficiencies of American business 
people, their lack of loyalty to ideas, their lack of principle, their 
chase after the dollar. These are the defects of the capitalism 
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which brought them up. It is important right now for us to 
study their attributes and our defects, because it is necessary for 
us to learn from them. Not only engineers but also economists, 
our business people, must learn from them. 

The American businessman always finds time for a business 
conversation. The American sits in his office with his coat off 
and works. He works quietly, unobtrusively, without making any 
fuss. He is never late anywhere. He never hurries anywhere. He 
has only one telephone. No one waits for him in his reception 
room, because an appointment is usually made with absolute 
accuracy, and not a single extra minute is wasted during the 
interview. He is occupied only with his business, exclusively 
with his business. When he holds conferences nobody knows. 
In all likelihood, he holds conferences rarely. 

Should an American say in the course of a conversation, even 
incidentally, "I’ll do that,” it is not necessary to remind him of 
anythmg at all in the future. Everything will be done. The 
; * b,1,t y t0 kee P his word, to keep it firmly, accurately, to burst, 

but keep his word—that is the most important thing which our 

Soviet business people must learn from American business 
people. 

We wrote about American democracy, which in fact does not 
give man freedom and only masks the exploitation of man by 
k P 1 * 0 - ® ut in American life there is a phenomenon which should 
interest us no less than a new machine model. That phenomenon 
is democracy in intercourse between people, albeit that democ¬ 
racy, too, covers social inequality and is a purely outward form. 

I he outward forms of such a democratism are splendid. They 

lelp a lot in work, deliver a blow to bureaucratism, and enhance 
human dignity. 

We drove out of Washington to New York. In a few hours 
our journey over the American land would come to an end. We 
thought about America during those final hours. We think that 
m our book we have told everything that we have thought. 

Americans are very angry with Europeans who come to Amer¬ 
ica, enjoy its hospitality, and later scold it. Americans often told 
us about this with annoyance. But we do not understand such 
posing of the question; to scold or to praise. America is not the 
first night of a new play, and we are not theatre critics. We 
transmit to paper our impressions about that country and our 
thoughts about it. 


What can be said about America, which simultaneously horri¬ 
fies, delights, calls forth pity, and sets examples worthy of emu- 
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, lk *,™ in' AnScI .. is interesting to observe this conn,,,, 
but one does not care to live in it. 

Ilya Ilf and Eugene Petrov. Little Golden America. Rinehart ft 
Company, New York, 1937. 


A Cambridge Professor Celebrates 
the American Public School 

Denis W. Brogan 


THE mantle of Tocqueville and Bryce has fallen, in our 
generation, upon the Professor of Political Science at Cam¬ 
bridge University, Denis Brogan. Born in Glasgow in 1900, 
Brogan was educated at the University of Glasgow and at 
Balliol College, Oxford, and studied, for a short time, at 
Harvard University. At the age of thirty-three he published 
a remarkable study of The American Political System which 
was widely hailed as the best thing of its kind since Bryce’s 
American Commonwealth. Thereafter came, in rapid suc¬ 
cession, a brief biography of Lincoln, an outline study of 
Politics and Law in the United States, and a wonderfully 
perspicacious and brilliant analysis of The American Char¬ 
acter (1944). Brogan not only studied in this country, but 
almost every year he has managed to visit here, and during 
the war he was in charge of the American division of the 
British Broadcasting Company. No other Britisher of our 
time has brought to an understanding of the American 
character and institutions a more intimate familiarity with 
or a warmer affection for this country. That understand¬ 
ing is revealed at its best in this view of the American 
educational system—a subject which has usually excited 
nothing but disparagement among foreign critics. Besides 
his studies of American history and institutions, Professor 
Brogan has written learned and penetrating studies of 
French and British politics. 


The word "school” in America covers every type of educa¬ 
tional institution. Being "at school” may mean being at a 
kindergarten or at Harvard. School, too, has kept much of its 
Greek meaning. It is a system of organization and training for 
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leisure as well as work. And it has become more and more 
adjusted to its environment, undertaking to do more than it can 
(which is very American) and doing much more than it seems 

to do (which is also very American). 

The social and political role of American education cannot be 
understood if it is thought of as being primarily a means of for¬ 
mal instruction. If it is so thought of, it will be overrated and 
underrated. It will be overrated because the figures of two million 
college students, of seven million high school students, will 
dazzle the visitor used to seeing opportunities for higher educa¬ 
tion doled out (except in Soviet Russia) on a combined class- 
and-intellectual basis. It will be underrated if, at any stage below 
the highest (that is, below the great universities), the academic 
standards are compared with those of a good English, French, 
or pre-Hitler German school. If these millions of boys and girls 
are to be judged by their academic accomplishments, they will 
be judged harshly. But they are not to be so judged, for their 
schools are doing far more than instruct them: they are letting 
them instruct each other in how to live in America. 

Of those millions, a large section will be the children of immi¬ 
grants to whom English is still largely a foreign tongue. Of these 
millions, a very large portion will be the children of migrants 
from different parts of the United States. Others will be the 
children of rural-bred parents, forced to adjust themselves to 
the new urban world. They have to learn a common language, 
common habits, common tolerances, a common political and 
national faith. And they do. It is this aim and this success that 
justifies the lavish buildings of the local high school; not merely 
the classrooms and the laboratories, but the gymnasium, the 
field-house where basketball can be played in comfort in the 
depth of the bitter winter, the swimming pools in which the 
summer heat can be endured. 

It is true that the teachers are relatively badly paid and have an 
inferior social as well as economic standing, insecure tenure and 
politics making their condition worse. More money spent on 
men might get better results than more money spent on build¬ 
ings. But it is easier to get the materials for buildings than the 
materials for teachers. As long as American society remains 
individualistic, competitive, confident that the answers to the 
present are in the future, not in the past, it is going to take more 
than money to seduce the right men and women in adequate 
numbers away from the life of action. And, a point too seldom 
remembered, the necessity for providing teachers for the two 
million college students hampers recruiting for high schools. 
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In many cases, the colleges are doing what is really high school 
work and it matters comparatively little where the good teachers 
are, as long as they are teaching. 

The political function of the schools is to teach Americanism 
meaning not merely political and patriotic dogma, but the habits 
necessary to American life. This justifies the most extravagant 
items in the curriculum. Since the ability to play bridge is one of 
** H^rks of Americanism in a suburb, it is reasonable that there 
should be bridge clubs in schools. The main political achieve¬ 
ment of the high schools and grammar schools is to bring 
together the young of all classes and all origins, to provide 
artificially, the common background that in an old, rural society 
is provided by tradition, by the necessary collaboration of village 
life. The elementary schools—the ’'grade” schools—do this, too, 
but as far as an American town is broken up into racial blocs,' 
the Ethan Allen Public School may have mainly Polish pupils 
the Zachary Chandler mainly Welsh. Only in the Warren G. 
Hardmg High School is a big enough common pool formed in 
which Americans can be made. 


Some of that Americanization is, of course, done deliberately 
and formally. Mr. Carlton Hayes pointed out long ago that the 
ritual of flag worship and oath-taking in an American school is 
a rehgious observance. Little boys and girls, in a school from 
which religion in the old sense is barred, solemnly rising each 
morning and reciting together the "American’s Creed” are 

whh'Tu^ rcl . ,gl ° US , exercise as tm, y as if they began the day 
with I believe in God the Father Almighty” or asserted that 
there is no God but God.” 
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dren refusing to take part in the most sacred rite of the day 
should be allowed to associate with the believing children of the 
formally unestablished national church of the United States. So, 
too, was the State of Oregon when it found Catholic and Luth¬ 
eran children refusing to go to the schools it provided. But in 
both cases the Supreme Court held, finally, that compulsory 
Americanism was not Americanism at all, that coerced belief was 
not what the American people needed to stay united. This was 
not Germany or Russia but the country of Jefferson and Justice 

Holmes. , , A 

The flag worship of the American school and the American 

nation was brought home to the British public in an episode that, 
if funny, was also very revealing. For the London makers of 
ladies’ underwear who adorned their garments with American 
flaqs were innocent of any insulting or even frivolous intention. 
At the same time, a revue chorus in London was attired in Union 
Jack handkerchiefs and nothing else—to the public indifference. 
But the flag, in America, is more than a mere symbol among 
many others. It is the regimental color of a regiment in which 
all Americans are enrolled. Its thirteen stripes and forty-eight 
stars are symbols far better understood than the complicated 
heraldry of crosses of Saint George, Saint Andrew, and Saint 
Patrick imposed on each other in a way that only experts under¬ 
stand. It was Lincoln’s task to see that the number of stars in the 
flag was not diminished by eleven during his term of office. It 
was the discovery that the flag still flew over Fort McHenry, 
despite the British fleet, that moved Francis Scott Key to write: 

Oh, say, can you see by the dawn ’s early light, 

What so proudly we hailed at the twilight's last gleaming; 
Whose broad stripes and bright stars, thro' the perilous fight, 
O’er the ramparts we watched were so gallantly streaming? 

What he wrote in 1814, tens of millions of Americans have since 
sung or tried to sing. And when Barbara Frietchie in Whittier’s 
poem told-off Stonewall Jackson with: 

n Shoot if you must this old gray head, 

But spare your country’s flag,” she said, 

she was speaking for all Americans for whom the Stars and 
Stripes was still their country’s flag as it had been, till recently, 
that of General Jackson. 

Thus Americanization by ritual is an important and necessary 
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the children of newcomers, the parents of "old 

American stock have a good reason (to add to less good ones) 

or not sending their children to learn what they know already, 

t the cost of diminishing their chance of learning what they do 

not know. If English is native to your children and to their 

home, it is not merely undemocratic to object to having their 

progress held up and their accent debased by the tone of a high 

school largely immigrant in composition. 

., °I tbe . tas ^ c an American school in many regions is to teach 
the American language, to enable it to compete with Spanish, 
with French, with Yiddish, with Polish, with German, with 
wedish. Another task is to give, through the language and the 
literature of the language, a common vocabulary and a common 
fund of allusion, fable, and sentiment. With a fluid population 
this has not been easy. And the countless teachers who have 
abored, pedantically, formally, with complete and erroneous 
conviction that there were correct standards, have been heroes as 
important in the mass as was William McGuffey whose Eclectic 
Readers sold over one hundred and twenty million copies and 
helped to make the Union. The teachers were heroes because, 
although English won against all its rivals, it was itself going 
through important changes, in vocabulary, in grammar, in sound, 
becoming the new tongue we are beginning to call American. 
The teachers who stuck by the rules, who worshipped at the 
New England shrines in Concord, were bound to lose, but their 
struggle was not pure waste. For the common tongue, hammered 
out by millions of immigrants, by millions of migrants, would 
have been poor in vocabulary and structure but for the people 
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Mr. Mencken calls the dominies and who call themselves school¬ 
men. The creation of general literacy and a common written and 
spoken tongue, intelligible everywhere except possibly in the 
deep South, is an achievement as remarkable as the creation of 
Mandarin Chinese or Low Latin or Hellenistic Greek, and this 
tongue is certain to be the new lingua franca of the world. 

The making of American has been mixed-up in English minds 
with the making of American slang. Slang, as we should know, 
is one of the great sources of language. French is improved Latin 
slang. And slang has contributed a good deal to American. It is 
a generation since Mr. Dooley said that when his countrymen 
had finished with the English language it would look as if it 
had been run over by a musical comedy. Since then it has been 
run over by Hellzapoppin. But it is possible, indeed very easy, 
to overestimate the role of slang. It is more and more the creation 
of professional artists, "makers.” The Hollywood prose masters 
provide a current and often short-lived jargon; the boys and 
girls, men and women, who wish to be on the beam or in the 
groove, may murmur with admiration, "I wish I had said that. 
And Whistler’s classical answer to Wilde is certainly appropri¬ 
ate: "You will, Oscar—you will!” But not for long. Some slang 
will enter the language; some words will lose their meanings or 
acquire new ones ; syntax will be loosened up. But formal speech 
as taught in schools will still be very important. The high school 
English teacher, for all her pedantry, is as much a maker of the 
American language as Messrs. Runyon and O’Hara. Two streams 
of language may run roughly parallel, but in time they will 
merge; they will provide America with many interesting varia¬ 
tions, do for American what its dual Germanic and Latin char¬ 
acter does for English. That time has not yet come, but it is on 
the way. And the future character of this truly national tongue 
is foreshadowed in the drawing by Mr. Peter Arno in which an 
indignant citizen tells another: "I consider your conduct un¬ 
ethical and lousy.” 

Most American parents do not want, or are not able, to send 
their children to anything but public high schools, and the life 
in such a school is a training in life for America. It may be and 
often is a training in life against Europe. For Europe is the back¬ 
ground from which many of the children are reacting and from 
which they must be delivered if they are to be Americanized. 
For nearly all immigrants, America is promotion, and this pro¬ 
motion is more clearly felt by their children. The old people 
may hanker after the old country, but the children—whatever 
sentimental feelings for their ancestral homes they may have, 
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classes in Muncie High School a generation ago took such mot- 
toes as ‘'Deo duce” and today take mottoes stressing the "Bearcat 
Spirit,” the "Bearcats” being the school basketball team. But a 
Greek would know where he was at a basketball game uniting 
boys and girls, parents and civic leaders, in a common passion 
for competitive achievement. It may be hard on the academic 
work of the school. It may even slightly annoy a schoolboy, who 
like Mr. Burton Rascoe combines excellence in gymnastic and 
music (as the Greeks put it), to find that his views on literature 
are less interesting to the other sex than his prowess at football. 
But sport, school sport, college sport, does unite the parents, the 
children, and the community. And sport is rigorously demo¬ 
cratic. The sons of Czechs and Poles can score there, can break 
through the barriers that stand in the way of the children of 
"Bohunks” and "Polacks.” And although Harvard may secretly 
rejoice when it can put a winning team on to Soldiers Field 
whose names suggest the Mayflower, it would rather put on a 
team that can beat Yale, even though it is not a "Yankee” team, 
than go down to defeat with the descendants of generations of 
Brahmins. And in the Middle West, sport is a real means of 
promotion. The Ohio high school that produced the great Negro 
runner, Jesse Owens, was prouder of him than if he had made 
Phi Beta Kappa at Ohio State; and Hitler would have made a 
less serious mistake if he had snubbed a great American scholar 
whose race he didn’t like than he did by sulking at the Olympic 
Games when the Herrenvolk were beaten by a Negro. It is a 
frontier tradition; Lincoln's great strength gave him a prestige 
that helped him as a lawyer and politician. The great athlete 
performing for the glory of the school, college, state or nation, 
is a less egoistic figure than the great scholar pursuing his own 
studies with an undemocratic concentration. And the Negroes, 
whose greatest hero is Joe Louis, not Paul Robeson, are not 
substantially wrong so far. In American society as it is, a Negro 
heavy-weight champion, like a Negro tap-dancer, is a better ad¬ 
justed figure than a great Negro artist—or America is a less' 
maladjusted society for them. Of course, this will not and should 
not last. The Irish were rising when their great hero became 
Governor A1 Smith, rather than a successor of John L. Sullivan, 
the "Boston strong boy.” But to get assent to a Negro’s right to 
be heavy-weight champion is something—as those will agree 
who remember the frenzied search round 1910 for a "white 
hope" to save the heavy-weight championship from the indignity 
of being held by Jack Johnson. Great Indian athletes like Jim 
Thorpe, great Negro football heroes like Paul Robeson in his 
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earlier days, the polyglot teams put on the field by the great 
Swedish coach Knut Rockne for the "Irish" of Notre Dame— 
these become "All American" figures in a wider and deeper sense 
than that in which the Yale of Walter Camp understood the 
term. 

The cheer leaders, the new "jongleurs de Notre Dame," the 
"majorettes," shapely young women more or less involved with 
musical instruments, the massed cheering sections of the stu¬ 
dents, the massed yelling sections of the alumni—these are the 
equivalent of the crowds at the great Hellenic festivals in which 
barbarians were not allowed to compete. The Rose Bowl, the 
Cotton Bowl, the other intersectional games—these are instru¬ 
ments of national unity, and the provision of such instruments 
is no mean duty of colleges and universities. It is a religious 
exercise of a kind a Greek would have understood, however re¬ 
mote it may be from the university as understood by Abelard or 
Saint Thomas Aquinas or John Harvard. 

The university, as these men understood it, exists all the same 
and exists to play a great national part, for the level of academic 
learning in America is perhaps the only branch of American life 
where the promise of rapid progress upward has been consist¬ 
ently kept. It is not as easy to define the nature of that progress 
as it is to affirm its existence. 

Things have changed a great deal since the ideal of American 
college education was "Mark Hopkins at one end of a log and a 
student at the other." Then the college existed to provide a com¬ 
mon background for lawyers and doctors and divines; it was 
small and select, not select in a social or financial sense, but select 
in that only those who accepted the old intellectual order of 
things were catered for. It was a decisive moment when Presi¬ 
dent Eliot of Harvard (which had long ceased to concentrate on 
providing for a "learned ministry") introduced the elective sys¬ 
tem. The college abandoned any idea of imposing a hierarchy 
of subjects. 1 he student could select what he wanted from the 
menu provided; a la carte had succeeded table d’hote. But in 
newer, less secure, less rich institutions than Harvard, the change 
went farther than that, for not only was the student free to 
choose from what was offered—he was entitled to complain if 
the college did not offer what he wanted to learn, or even what 
he wanted to learn in the sense that it u-as all he could hope to 
learn. As more and more students came to college with varying 
school preparation, as life grew more complex and the tech¬ 
niques of life and business more impressive in their results, the 
unity of college life disappeared. Boys and girls were no longer 
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taken in hand by a successor of Mark Hopkins and given a few 
general ethical and philosophical ideas suitable to a world still ^ 
pretty much agreed on fundamentals. They were visitors to an in¬ 
stitution that seemed to have more in common with the Mark 
Hopkins Hotel in San Francisco than with the Williams College 
of a century ago; and from the glass-walled bar, "The Top of the 
Mark,” they could see the modern world, the bridges and sky- 
scrapers of San Francisco, and across the Bay the lights of Berke- 
ley where the University of California provides for all tastes 
from addicts of the Greek theater to the most modern biologi¬ 
cal and physical techniques. 

In this necessary adaptation of the old university ideal to the 
modern American world, much was lost, or not provided; there 
was not as yet a common standard of reference for educated 
men; a mass of information was stored and techniques were 
imparted in institutes physically associated for historical reasons. 
But of course, the universities and colleges like the high schools, 
served other than merely academic ends. Our Town illustrates 
high school mating which would have taken place anyway. The 
Miracle of Morgan's Creek shows a suitor taking cookery so as 
to be close to his beloved during her high school career, but he 
was bound to be close to her anyway. But the college movie, play 
(The Poor Nut) and novel rightly illustrates the more impor¬ 
tant phenomenon of exogamous marriage, of the bringing to¬ 
gether boys and girls who otherwise would not meet at all. 

And the very success of the school system in Americanizing 
the American young may result in the killing of natural curiosity. 
For example, the cult of the Constitution leads to the exclusive 
identification of a political concept like "liberty" with the Ameri¬ 
can constitutional system. This being so, a Latin-American "re¬ 
public" with a paper constitution like the American is regarded 
as "free” while Canada is not. For Canada is part of an "em¬ 
pire” with a monarch at the head of it. Some two-thirds of the 
American people, accordingly, think that Canada p?ys taxes to 
Britain; even in the states bordering on the Dominion, about 
half the Americans think this! In the same way, the word "re¬ 
public” has an almost magical significance for the Americans. 
Plutarch, as Mr. Wells once suggested, had a good deal to do 
with this; but, whatever the origins of the belief, it is now part 
of the American credo that only citizens of a republic can be 
free. And no matter what romantic interest Americans may dis¬ 
play in the human side of monarchy, it should never be forgotten 
that, politically, they regard it as a childish institution. Mark 
Twain, a very pro-English American, refused for that very rea- 
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son to write one of his amusing, critical travel books about Eng- 
^nd But he did write two books about England, all the same- 
Tb e Prime and the Pauper and A Connecticut Yankee at the 
Court of King Arthur. How deeply anti-monarchical, anti-cic-ri- 
cal, anti-traditional, those books are! 

And in Huckleberry Finn, the traditional American view of 
royalty as expensive foolishness is admirably set forth in Huck’s 
remark to Nigger Jim: "Sometimes I wish we could hear of a 
country that’s out of kings.” 

A great many Americans still think like Huck Finn. And it 
must be remembered that for Americans the great event of their 
own and of world history was the destruction of the royal power 
/f George III and the establishment of a Constitution guaran¬ 
teeing to each State "a republican form of government.” It is in 
that light that the modern world is seen by nearly all Americans. 

Denis W. Brogan, The American Character. Alfred A. Knopf 
Inc., New York, 1944. 
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